What Do You Expect? #2

“Be Humane”
Micah 6:8

Let me tell you the plot of an upcoming movie coming soon to theaters near you:

José came from a large family in Venezuela, and he was near the bottom of the totem pole, so to speak. But he was his father’s favorite, and this did not sit well with his older brothers. Their feelings of contempt and bitterness grew into hatred, and they decided that life would be much better if their little brother was not around. At first they considered murdering him, but the oldest brother talked the others into a different plan. They knew that the drug cartels of Colombia were always looking for young people they could force into dangerous missions, so they decided to offer José to them…for a price. They took the money—which wasn’t all that much—and made up a story for their father how José was killed in a drive-by shooting.


José was taken to Colombia (where his name was changed), and tried to be very cooperative. But when he refused to go along with their illegal activities, the cartel set him up to be arrested by the police and thrown into prison. He languished behind bars for several years, but won the favor of the prison warden, who had connections with members of the Colombian government. José was eventually released from prison and worked for a politician. José was a man of such integrity that the politician added him on his campaign ticket as his vice president. 


José was put in charge of the country’s welfare system, and under his leadership the poor of his country were having their basic needs met. This was so successful that poor folks from neighboring countries came for assistance. One day José discovered that a group of brothers from Venezuela had applied for aid. He recognized that they were his brothers. He had his secretary locate the brothers and brought them into his private office.


The ten brothers filed in, ashamed of their poverty and their need to ask for such assistance. José asked them some perfunctory questions before revealing his identity to them. “I am José!” he said to them. “I am your brother!” 


What happened next?


José reached into his desk drawer, pulled out a gun, and shot the oldest three in the head. Then he called his private bodyguards, had three other brothers arrested and put in prison on trumped-up charges, and sold the other four to the drug cartels, satisfying his revenge. A wicked smile appears on his face as the picture fades and the end credits roll.

I’ll bet you didn’t see that coming, did you? You were probably thinking I was telling the story of Joseph in the Old Testament in a modern-day setting. You probably thought that José was going to forgive his brothers and make sure they got everything they needed, right? But that’s not the way Hollywood would write such a script.


Nor would I. 

You see, I am one who loves justice. I love to see wrongs righted…usually with brute force. I’m the one who cheers when the bad guys gets it in the end.

But as Christians, we are not called to love justice, especially served with cold revenge. No, as we saw last Sunday, Micah 6:8 calls us to a different standard: “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” There is a place for justice—that is how we are to act—but we are also called to “love mercy.” That may not sell tickets in movie theaters, but it is what God expects of us.


What does it mean to “love mercy”? I propose that a complete understanding of this phrase involves our total personality—the mind, the heart, and the will. With that in mind, I’d like to suggest three ways we can “love mercy”:

· We are to be the container of mercy (this deals with what we know of mercy)

· We are to be the cheerleader of mercy (this deals with how we feel about mercy)

· We are to be the contributor of mercy (this deals with what we choose to do)

Please don’t misunderstand; I am not suggesting that justice and mercy are on opposite ends or opposed to one another. We are to act justly and love mercy, not choose between the two. In fact, justice and mercy are complementary qualities that help us to keep our balance in our dealings with others. In addition to being honest with others we are also to be humane.

We Are To Be the Container of Mercy

First we are to be the container of mercy, meaning that we must receive mercy ourselves. As Warren Wiersbe points out, “How can we ‘love mercy’ if we’ve not personally experienced God’s mercy?”
 As noted in our last message, these expectations God has for us cannot be met unless we have become His children, having the Holy Spirit living within us. As Paul writes in Ephesians 2:4-5, “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.” He adds in Titus 3:4-5, “But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.” These passages both point to a vital truth that distinguishes grace and mercy: Grace is receiving something we do not deserve; mercy is not receiving something we do deserve. Note in Ephesians, “even when we were dead in transgressions,” and in Titus, “not because of righteous things we had done.” In both cases salvation came to those who did not deserve it (that’s grace) but deserved to be punished for sin (that’s mercy). To become a child of God we must receive His grace and His mercy—and that’s humbling to admit. (But we’ll talk about humility next week!)

In Micah 6:8, the Hebrew word translated “mercy” is hesed. This Hebrew term occurs 247 times in the Old Testament and is, according to Walter Kaiser, “at once one of the most beautiful and the most difficult words to render by a single English term. It is the faithful, loyal love, mercy, and grace that binds a man to his Lord and to his neighbor or friend.”
 In our Bibles it appears as “mercy”, “kindness”, “lovingkindness”, “favor”, and “goodness.” There is also the added element of “loyalty” or “faithfulness” as well. This word hesed appears in Lamentations 3:22-23, “It is because of the Lord’s mercies that we are not consumed, for his compassions fail not. They are new every morning: great is thy faithfulness.” The book of Lamentations was a series of sad songs lamenting the devastation of Jerusalem, the destruction of the Temple, and the despair of the people. The book, however, never complains that such harsh treatment was undeserved; in fact, Jeremiah repeatedly states that the city deserved nothing less than total annihilation. The fact that any Jew survived was proof that God had not given them what they deserved. He was tempering His justice by His mercy.

If we are honest with ourselves, we must admit the same. We are all sinners, and because of that we all deserve to spend all eternity apart from God in a horrible place called Hell. Yet, as the passages from Ephesians and Titus point out, God dealt with us not with justice but with mercy. His justice was satisfied in that the price for sin was paid, but His mercy was demonstrated in that His Son paid the price instead of those who truly deserved to.

How do we know what mercy is about? We must first receive it. We must be the containers of mercy, for until we have God’s mercy present in our lives, we are unable to give mercy to others.

We Are To Be the Cheerleader of Mercy


Before we get to the giving of mercy to others, though, I want to consider how we feel about mercy. Those who have sat under my preaching and teaching know that I often warn against letting our feelings get the best of us. In response to the question forming the title of James Dobson’s book, Emotions: Can You Trust Them?, my answer has always been an emphatic, “NO!” And I haven’t changed from that position.


Yet look at our text in Micah 6:8. What does God expect of us? To act justly and to love mercy. He does not say, “love justice and act with mercy.” (That might be easier for me to do!) We are to love mercy. We are to be, in the words of Joseph Stowell, “passionately addicted to mercy.” Think of the things you are passionately addicted to: our spouse, our children (grandchildren), our church, our job, maybe favorite foods, TV shows, or sports teams. God wants us to be passion​ately addicted to compassion…His kind of compassion. Stowell writes,

We need to remind our​selves that compassion is a response—a constructive, caring, remedial re​sponse to real needs, regardless of who has the need. We respond to needs in a variety of ways. Some of us are quick to be judgmental, seeking to analyze why the problem is there in the first place. When we find a mistake in ac​tion or attitude, we judge the one with the need for getting himself in the fix he’s in. Others respond with apathy, seemingly numb to the pain of another’s predicament. Some of us respond with curiosity, like Sherlock Holmes, delving through every detail to satisfy our curiosity without much thought of reaching out to help. Oth​ers, to their credit, respond with sym​pathy and sometimes empathy. They are touched with the problem and feel for the person. But the last and au​thentically biblical response is the response of compassion.


“Loving mercy” gets to the feelings behind acts of kindness (which we will get to in a moment). This speaks to the spirit that motivates mercy, a spirit of generosity and grace, not an attitude of reluctance or reservation.


Paul writes in Ephesians 4:31-32 about attitudes and emotions we should dispose of, and others that should take their place:

Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.


Notice the negative emotions—bitterness, rage, anger, malice—and the positive feelings that replace them—kindness and compassion. How do we overcome the anger and bitterness in our lives? We must develop kindness and compassion. How do we do that? We must love mercy, cheer it on whenever we see it, root for the undeserving to be given a chance. Chuck Swindoll writes about how we approach mercy:

Love it so much that you think every day of demonstrating it, love it so much that it is on the front of your mind when you are in any relationship, that in whatever meeting you attend, it’s there, even when confronting one another—with kindness. God requires that we be kind.


He points to Joseph—whose story I alluded to at the beginning of this message—as “a classic example of a man who truly forgave and, as a result, treated those who had done him wrong with kindness and mercy.”
 Let’s turn to that story, back in Genesis 50, picking it up after the death of Joseph’s father, Jacob. Reading verses 15-21,

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “What if Joseph holds a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrongs we did to him?” So they sent word to Joseph, saying, “Your father left these instructions before he died: ‘This is what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating you so badly.’ Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father.” When their message came to him, Joseph wept. 

His brothers then came and threw themselves down before him. “We are your slaves,” they said. 

But Joseph said to them, “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives. So then, don’t be afraid. I will provide for you and your children.” And he reassured them and spoke kindly to them. 

The key to this whole episode is found in verse 19, when Joseph says, “Am I in the place of God?” This is what gets us into trouble—when we try to play God! Recall from last week’s message, it’s not about getting justice but about acting justly. When I realize that I am not in God’s place to exact justice, the desire for revenge fades away. When I acknowledge God’s sovereign hand in all that has happened, the grip of bitterness is loosened. When I am truly free of revenge and bitterness, then I have plenty of room in my life for kindness. Swindoll concludes,

The whole secret of life is vertical perspective. That’s how you keep going when the bottom drops out. That’s how you save yourself from a life of revenge. That’s how you get past your bitterness. That’s how you begin to show kindness.


Mercy must be an attitude before it becomes an action. We are to “love mercy.” 

We Are To Be the Contributor of Mercy

Finally, we are to be the contributor of mercy. We are not only to love the mercy God has shown to us but also to be merciful in our dealings with others.
 We are to, in the words of the title for this message, be humane. 


Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 5:7, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.” This is not to say that we earn mercy by being merciful for, as we have already seen, these expectations of God on our lives only apply after we have been saved. We cannot show mercy until we have received mercy. Yet as we exhibit mercy to others, we will experience mercy ourselves. On the other hand, as we read in James 2:12-13,

Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment!


We have to be so careful about this as Christians. In our commitment to justice we are not interested in harming people or destroying them, but rather in seeing them saved. True mercy does not excuse sin, and true mercy may entail taking a stand against sin in our midst. But mercy does not derive a sadistic glee when justice is served. Primarily, mercy causes us to seek ways of healing.


Jesus came down hard on the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 23 for missing this precise point. He thunders in verses 23-24,

Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.

What were the “more important matters of the law” according to Jesus? “Justice, mercy, and faithfulness.” Sounds a lot like Micah 6:8, doesn’t it, with faithfulness being equivalent to walking humbly with one’s God?
 

Earlier I mentioned the Hebrew word hesed, how it is mentioned about 250 times in the Old Testament. Most of the time hesed refers to God, but also is expected of His children. It is seen here in Micah 6:8, and also in Zechariah 7:8-10,

And the word of the Lord came again to Zechariah: “This is what the Lord Almighty says: ‘Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another. Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless, the alien or the poor. In your hearts do not think evil of each other.’


Once again we see the twin virtues of justice and mercy, the hallmarks of how we are to relate to others. (The humility we will consider next week has more to do with our relationship with God than with men.) Mercy—the Hebrew word hesed—was an attitude of love and loyalty that was expected to mark certain human relationships: those within the family, especially marriage; those between friends and between allies. The generosity and warmth that characterize true friendship were to permeate all relationships.
 Mercy should be a charactersitic of our lives.


This isn’t easy, though. In fact, it goes against our grain. Kindness takes extra time, and we’re all in a hurry. Kindness means we put ourselves in someone else’s place, and we’re all selfish. Kindness calls for compassion, and we are, by nature, preoccupied and intense. Kindness occasionally includes forgiveness, but it’s easier to hold a grudge. If we’re not careful, our life will become so engaged with our agenda that we will miss young and old alike in need of kindness. Yet just a word of encouragement, an arm around a shoulder, a note of appreciation, phone call that took thirty seconds simply to say ‘Thank you’—these can make someone’s day! The Bible is filled with random acts of kindness delivered from one heart to another, and we are called to do no less today. One of the most significant acts of faith we can carry out is a demonstration of kindness, especially to one that is undeserving, unlovely, and unable to return our generosity.

No, you probably won’t see that kind of story on movie or television screens too often. We tend to love justice more than we love mercy. But God calls us to love mercy as well as to act justly. We should all be thankful that, in our own lives, mercy has triumphed over judgment. Shouldn’t the same be true of our relationship with others?
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