Joyful are the Actively Compassionate (Matt 5:7)

“How are we reacting to these searching tests and probings? They really tell us everything about our Christian profession. And if I dislike this kind of thing, if I am impatient with it, if I want instead to be talking about communism, if I dislike this personal analysis and probing and testing, it simply means that my position is entirely contrary to that of the New Testament man. But if I feel, on the other hand, that though these things do search and hurt me, nevertheless they are essential and good for me, if I feel it is good for me to be humbled, and that it is a good thing for me to be held face to face with this mirror, which not only shows me what I am, but what I am in the light of God’s pattern for the Christian man, then I have a right to be hopeful about my state and condition” (Lloyd-Jones).

Christianity is not, in the first place, about doing. Rather Christianity is being. We are studying the be-attitudes and not the be-doings. Attitudes are fundamental. The Christian is not the person that does certain things but the person who possesses certain attitudes and dispositions. One must be a Christian before he can act Christian. To be a Christian is not to follow a check list of do’s and don’ts. To be a Christian is to possess Christ and to have Christ possess you. We must say with the Apostle Paul, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me” (Gal 2:20). We act Christian because of the indwelling Christ. Jesus lives His life through us; we do because we are! The Christian’s life declares who they are or rather to whom they belong.

This is what makes the beatitudes so fundamentally important. They describe, not what the Christian does but, the Christian in his fundamental being. Being always precedes doing. “By the way we react we manifest our spirit; and it is the spirit that proclaims that man in terms of Christianity. . . All of us are proclaiming whether we are ‘poor in spirit,’ whether we ‘mourn,’ whether we are ‘meek,’ or whether we ‘hunger and thirst [for righteousness]. The whole of our life is an expression and a proclamation of what we really are. And as we confront a list like this, or as we look at this extraordinary portrait of the Christian drawn by our Lord, we are forced to look at ourselves and examine ourselves” (Lloyd-Jones). Are we truly Christian?

I.
The meaning

The next beatitude in the list is found in Matthew 5:7, “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.” What is mercy? Before we define mercy let’s take a moment to examine what it’s not. 


A.
Definition

Mercy is not tolerance. Mercy does not wink at sin. Mercy is not lawlessness and is not unjust. God is merciful. Yet God is just. God forgives sinners and God punishes sinners. How can mercy and justice be reconciled? They were reconciled on the Cross. It was there that God’s justice was satisfied and mercy extended to those for whom the Savior died. God is able to be merciful to us because Jesus endured the just wrath of God that our sins deserved.

“Mercy really means a sense of pity plus a desire to relieve that suffering. That is the essential meaning of being merciful; it is pity plus action. So the Christian has a feeling of pity. His concern about the misery of men and women leads to an anxiety to relieve it” (Lloyd-Jones). That is why I have defined mercy as "active compassion". We just need to remember that mercy does not ignore or condone sin.


B.
Examples

Let’s consider several examples of this "active compassion" or mercy in the New Testament. Our first example of “active compassion” was performed by our Lord. John records, “Then the scribes and Pharisees brought to Him a woman caught in adultery. And when they had set her in the midst, they said to Him, ‘Teacher, this woman was caught in adultery, in the very act. Now Moses, in the law, commanded us that such should be stoned. But what do You say?’ This they said, testing Him, that they might have something of which to accuse Him. But Jesus stooped down and wrote on the ground with His finger, as though He did not hear. So when they continued asking Him, He raised Himself up and said to them, ‘He who is without sin among you, let him throw a stone at her first.’ And again He stooped down and wrote on the ground. Then those who heard it, being convicted by their conscience, went out one by one, beginning with the oldest even to the last. And Jesus was left alone, and the woman standing in the midst. When Jesus had raised Himself up and saw no one but the woman, He said to her, ‘Woman, where are those accusers of yours? Has no one condemned you?’ She said, ‘No one, Lord.’ And Jesus said to her, ‘Neither do I condemn you; go and sin no more” (John 8:3-11).

This is an important example of mercy for at least two reasons. The Pharisees immediately condemned the woman; and if they would have had their way they probably would have stoned her. Notice how our Lord responded to someone who had transgressed against Him. Because all sin is against God, this woman’s adultery was transgression against the holy character of Jesus. Instead of exacting a pound of flesh, He forgave her, which was her greatest need. He said, “Neither do I condemn you.” She left forgiven, a new child of God.

Second, the Lord did not overlook her sin. He was able to forgive in anticipation of the Cross, but forgiveness must lead to holiness. She was not to stay in her wicked lifestyle. He commanded her to, “Go and sin no more.” Here we see “active compassion.” The Lord, moved by feelings of pity, met the need of this miserable woman.

The second example of “active compassion” is found in Luke’s gospel and is probably the best known story of mercy found in the Bible. “Then Jesus answered and said: ‘A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, who stripped him of his clothing, wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a certain priest came down that road. And when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. Likewise a Levite, when he arrived at the place, came and looked, and passed by on the other side. But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was. And when he saw him, he had compassion. So he went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; and he set him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. On the next day, when he departed, he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said to him, ‘Take care of him; and whatever more you spend, when I come again, I will repay you.’ So which of these three do you think was neighbor to him who fell among the thieves?’ And he said, ‘He who showed mercy on him.’ Then Jesus said to him, ‘Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:30-37).

Samaritans and Jews were mortal enemies. In this parable we have a Samaritan, minding his own business, out on the same road as an injured Jew. The poor fellow had already been stepped over by a priest and a Levite. The Samaritan, knowing he was hated by the Jews, could have easily justified ignoring his suffering and continued on the way. But this Samaritan, compelled to action by his compassion, met the need of the enemy. What about you? How do you respond when your enemy or someone who has offended you is in need?

Our last example is The Example of mercy. God sent His Son into the world to save sinners. God saw the suffering that sin had caused. He looked with pity on His enemies. Moved with compassion He sent Jesus to meet our greatest need. He did not overlook sin. He provided a Substitute. The justice of God and mercy of God met on the Cross. It was there that the holy God punished sin and pardoned sinners. Of the coming of the Son of God Zacharias sang, “Blessed is the Lord God of Israel, for He has visited and redeemed His people, and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of His servant David, as He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets, who have been since the world began, that we should be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us, to perform the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember His holy covenant, the oath which He swore to our father Abraham: To grant us that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve Him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before Him all the days of our life” (Luke 1:68-75).


C.
Practice

Let’s talk about some practical ways each and every one of us can be “actively compassionate.” There are at least four ways that we can be merciful.



1.
Meet (James 1:17; 2:15-16)



2.
Forgive (Col 3:12-13)



3.
Seek (Gal 6:1)



4.
Lead (John 3:16; Jude 22-23) 

“And have mercy on those who doubt; save others by snatching them out of the fire; to others show mercy with fear, hating even the garment stained by the flesh” (Jude 22-23 ESV). Are you “actively compassionate?”
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