Joyful are the Actively Compassionate (Matthew 5:7)

Let us remember three truths as we continue our study in the beatitudes. First, the beatitudes are for all Christians. Second, all the beatitudes are for all Christians. Third, the beatitudes are not natural tendencies; they are works of God’s grace in us.

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 5:3). To be poor in spirit is to know that you are a sinner, under the curse of the Law, and unable to make yourself right with God by your own efforts and abilities. After you become a Christian it is to have a growing realization of this poverty. It is also the realization that, in your own strength, you cannot live the Christian life.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” (Matt 5:4). To mourn, in the sense Jesus spoke of, is to understand your poverty of spirit and have a godly sorrow for your sinfulness and your sin. This sorrow leads to repentance towards God and faith in Christ (Acts 20:21). The mourning continues after salvation over your sinful nature and continuing sinfulness; this leads to confession. The Christian also mourns over sin in the church and sin in society. This mourning leads to prayer and never criticism. 

“Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Matt 5:5). The meek are lowly, gentle, and pliant. They look inwardly and see themselves as sinners deserving nothing but hell. They are lowly. They look outwardly and see others as more deserving of kindness than they are. They treat others with gentleness; even when they are mistreated. They look upward and see Christ as Lord. They take Him on His own terms; they are pliant in the Lord’s hands.

“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matt 5:6). To hunger and thirst for righteousness is both negative and positive; it is the desire to be free from sin’s penalty and power. This encompasses the doctrines of justification and sanctification. “Justification is the act of God whereby He acquits the gospel believer of the divine verdict of condemnation and declares him to be righteous” (Barackman). Sanctification is to be free from the power and passions of sin. On the positive side it means to be like Jesus; to spend time getting to know Him through prayer and the Word.

“Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy” (Matt 5:7). “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 examined three examples of mercy found in the New Testament. The first was Jesus’ dealing with the woman caught in adultery (John 8:3-11). The second was the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:30-37. The final example is the greatest act of mercy. 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.

II.
The miracle

The problem people have with this beatitude is the promise. “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.” Some erroneously believe that God will be merciful to us only if we are merciful to others. This amounts, more or less, to salvation by works instead of grace. To further strengthen their position they would cite several other passages that seem, on the surface, to teach our forgiveness by God is tied to the forgiveness we extend to others.


A.
Problem

The first passage is found in the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus said, “Pray then like this: ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil” (Matt 6:9-13).

The second passage is found in Matthew 18. “Then Peter came up and said to him, ‘Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?’ Jesus said to him, ‘I do not say to you seven times, but seventy times seven. Therefore the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began to settle, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. And since he could not pay, his master ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ And out of pity for him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. But when that same servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him, he began to choke him, saying, ‘Pay what you owe.’ So his fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ He refused and went and put him in prison until he should pay the debt. When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their master all that had taken place. Then his master summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his master delivered him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart” (Matt 18:21-35).

As I said before some would interpret these passages as meaning, we are forgiven by God only as we forgive others. Further, they would argue, the extent of our forgiveness by God is proportional to the forgiveness we extend to others. Their understanding must be rejected for two reasons. First, if forgiveness by God is only given to those who forgive others who would be saved? Everyone would be condemned; no one by nature is forgiving to that extent. The second reason to reject this interpretation is even stronger. If these passages truly taught that forgiveness and mercy are only extended as the result of our forgiving and extending mercy to others, where does the doctrine of salvation by grace fit in?

Consider the following passages. “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph 2:8-9). “For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die—but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5:6-8). “All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:18-19). Each and every one of these passages teaches that God forgives sinners. This forgiveness is granted by grace alone. We do nothing, indeed can’t do anything, to merit this salvation. It is free grace offered to sinners. Therefore any interpretation that rejects the doctrine of salvation by grace must itself be rejected. “Scripture, you see, must be interpreted by Scripture; we must never interpret any Scripture in such a manner as to contradict other Scriptures” (Lloyd-Jones). Therefore the promise of this beatitude cannot mean that God extends mercy only to those who are in the first place merciful.


B.
Promise

So what does this promise mean? As we have been learning the beatitudes are descriptions of the Christian. A true Christian is poor in spirit, mournful, meek, hungers and thirsts for righteousness and is also merciful. The Christian is one who shows mercy and is continually given mercy by God.

As the result of the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives we now begin to view others through Christ’s eyes. We see them as slaves of sin (John 8:34). We understand that they are under the control of the evil one (1 John 5:19). They are dominated by darkness (Col 1:13). Therefore they are to be pitied. As we consider their desperate condition we extend mercy to them.

Let’s consider two examples of the kind of mercy we are to express to those dominated by sin. Consider Stephen’s as he was being murdered. “But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. And he said, ‘Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.’ But they cried out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together at him. Then they cast him out of the city and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young man named Saul. And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ And falling to his knees he cried out with a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ And when he had said this, he fell asleep” (Acts 7:55-60). Stephen pitied those who murdered him. He was “actively compassionate” towards his enemies. He understood that they acted this way because of their spiritual bondage and he prayed for their forgiveness. His pity led to prayer for God to meet their greatest need; he was “actively compassionate.” We are to be like this.

The second example is our Lord. “And when they came to the place that is called The Skull, there they crucified him, and the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. And Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ And they cast lots to divide his garments” (Luke 23:33-34). Jesus saw those who crucified Him as slaves to Satan and sin. He had mercy on them and prayed that God would not hold this sin against them. He pitied their desperate condition and reached out to meet their need; He is always “actively compassionate!” We are to be like our Lord.

You and I are going to need mercy from God for the rest of our lives. Before we leave here this morning we will, no doubt, commit some sin. As we seek forgiveness the Lord is continually merciful to us. The way for us to enjoy God’s fellowship and peace is to be in a constant state of confession. When we sin we need to seek mercy from God; as we do so, if we realize that we are not being merciful to others, we must go and extend mercy. Jesus commands us, “So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matt 5:23-24). If we refuse to do so we will have no confidence in our prayers and our fellowship with God will be strained. “If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened” (Psalm 66:18).

We constantly need God’s mercy. This is especially true on the Day of Judgment. Certainly there will have been sins and wrong doings that will be exposed. Paul prayed for his helper Onesiphorus, “May the Lord grant mercy to the household of Onesiphorus, for he often refreshed me and was not ashamed of my chains, but when he arrived in Rome he searched for me earnestly and found me—may the Lord grant him to find mercy from the Lord on that Day” (2 Tim 1:16-18)! God be merciful to us all.
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