Sharpening the Skill of Meeting Needs #2

“Developing a Heart of Compassion”

selected Scriptures

“What’s my motivation?” 

I’m sure you’ve heard that phrase at one time or another. Years ago it was popular in television commercials. The earliest occurrence I could find, though, was from the legendary director Alfred Hitchcock who said, “When an actor comes to me and wants to discuss his character, I say, ‘It’s in the script.’ If he says, ‘But what’s my motivation?’ I say, ‘Your salary.’”

Motives are important: it is not only what we do but why we do it that matters. Proverbs 16:2 says, “All a man’s ways seem innocent to him, but motives are weighed by the Lord.” We read in 1 Corinthians 4:5, “Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men’s hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God.” 

This is particularly true when it comes to meeting others’ needs. Jesus instructed His disciples in Matthew 6:1-4,

Be careful not to do your “acts of righteousness” before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.

As we continue to consider “Sharpening the Skill of Meeting Needs,” we move into the area of our motivation for doing so. Developing a heart of compassion is key in reaching out to meet the needs of others.

Christ is the Example 

For our starting point, let’s see that Christ is the example. Several times in the Gospels we read that Jesus was “moved with compassion” or that He “had compassion on them.” This translates a Greek word, splagchnizomai (which I can’t pronounce) literally referring to the bowels of the body. (For example, Acts 1:18 records the death of Judas Iscariot. The niv translates, “Judas bought a field; there he fell headlong, his body burst open and all his intestines spilled out.” “Intestines” translates the same Greek term used here.) The King James Version translates this as “bowels of mercies.” The ancient world felt that the seat of one’s deepest emotions was located here, similar to our use of the phrase, “gut feeling.” Now we think of the source of emotions as the “heart”—not the literal muscle that pumps blood through the body but the center of our feelings.

One text that uses this idea regarding Jesus is Matthew 9:35-38,

Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.”
As He gazed on Israel’s multitudes, harassed and helpless, He saw them as sheep without a shepherd. His great heart of compassion went out to them. Oh, that we might know more of that yearning for the spiritual welfare of the lost and dying. How we need to pray constantly:

Let me look on the crowd, as my Savior did,
Till my eyes with tears grow dim;
Let me view with pity the wandering sheep,
And love them for love of Him.

When we pray for the Lord to put forth laborers into His harvest, pray that He will give you a heart of compassion for the lost.

Jesus’ heart of compassion was moved by more than spiritual needs. In Matthew 14:14 we read, “When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them and healed their sick.” In Matthew 15:32, “Jesus called his disciples to him and said, ‘I have compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days and have nothing to eat. I do not want to send them away hungry, or they may collapse on the way.’” And in Matthew 20:34, regarding two blind men, “Jesus had compassion on them and touched their eyes. Immediately they received their sight and followed him.”
According to 1 Peter 2:21, Christ left us an example that we should follow in His steps. Jesus of Nazareth, God incarnate, is our only perfect model. He devoted a great deal of time both to meeting physical needs and to proclaiming the Gospel, and we must, as Peter said, follow in His steps.

Compassion is the Emotion 

To do that, we must recognize that compassion is the emotion. Paul writes in Colossians 3:12, “Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.” The nasb translates that first line as, “As those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience…” The first grace to be “put on” is “a heart of compassion.” 

The phrase “put on” is from a Greek term meaning, “to put on clothes,” or “envelope in.” These qualities are to cover us.
 The word “compassion” is described as “a motivating emotion” from which kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience flow.
 The phrase could be translated, “put on heartfelt compassion,” or “have a deep, gut-level feeling of compassion.” As Christ followers we must not be indifferent to suffering, but should be concerned to meet people’s needs.
 Think back over the past week. Have you exhibited a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, and love?

“But how can I force an emotion?” you may be wondering. That is a good point. A heart of compassion cannot be forced. It is an overflow of the Holy Spirit’s presence in the life of a believer. We must constantly pray, “Give me a heart of compassion, Lord. Help me to reach out to people in need.”

Yet there are ways we can develop emotions. Compassion is the result of contemplation. It was as Jesus sat on the hillside and looked at the city that He wept with compassion in Luke 19:41. So, too, it is in our own times of contemplation—when we quietly consider the plight of the people in the car next to us as we drive on the highway, or the destiny of the person ahead of us in line at the grocery store—that the Lord can begin to work within us a heart of compassion. That is why consistent devotional times are so important. They’re not to earn brownie points with God. He already loves us completely. But if we fail to stop and sit, to think and pray, to listen and worship, our eyes get dry and our hearts become callused.

Keith Green wrote a simple, convicting song that reflects this reality:

My eyes are dry, my faith is old
My heart is hard, my prayers are cold
And I know how I ought to be
Alive to You and dead to me

But what can be done for an old heart like mine
Soften it up with oil and wine
The oil is You, Your Spirit of love
Please wash me anew with the wine of Your blood
Having a heart of compassion, how we view others and their circumstances,
 can be developed by spending time in prayer, allowing the Holy Spirit to make us more like Christ, and by giving intentional thought to the needs of the world around us. Last week we considered developing the eyes of perception. We must open our eyes to the needs of others around us. Then, as we develop a heart of compassion, we have the motivation to do something about what we see.

Caring is the Exercise

And it is the “doing something about what we see” that completes this task. Though we will take an entire message to examine developing the hands of action, suffice it to say that compassion is not complete unless caring is the exercise. I like how Joni Eareckson Tada puts it: “Giving Christ to others is always a picture of Christianity with its sleeves rolled up!”

Earlier our Scripture reading came from 1 John 3:16-20. I would like to return to that passage, but I would like to read it from The Amplified Bible:

By this we come to know (progressively to recognize, to perceive, to understand) the [essential] love: that He laid down His [own] life for us; and we ought to lay [our] lives down for [those who are our] brothers [in Him]. But if anyone has this world’s goods (resources for sustaining life) and sees his brother and fellow believer in need, yet closes his heart of compassion against him, how can the love of God live and remain in him? Little children, let us not love [merely] in theory or in speech but in deed and in truth (in practice and in sincerity). By this we shall come to know (perceive, recognize, and understand) that we are of the Truth, and can reassure (quiet, conciliate, and pacify) our hearts in His presence, whenever our hearts in [tormenting] self-accusation make us feel guilty and condemn us. [For we are in God’s hands.] For He is above and greater than our consciences (our hearts), and He knows (perceives and understands) everything [nothing is hidden from Him].

Many years ago the group Foreigner recorded a song entitled, “I Want to Know What Love Is.” They could have found the answer right here! John begins with the example of Christ, who literally laid down His life for us, and then challenges us to do the same. But he is not speaking of actually dying for the needy around us, but rather living in such a way that we meet their needs. I chose The Amplified Bible in this instance because it uses the phrase, “yet closes his heart of compassion against him…” That same heart of compassion Jesus exercised in His life and ministry is not to be closed by His followers. In fact, they cannot close their hearts to them and still rightly claim that the love of God remains in them.

Deuteronomy 15:7–11 may provide the background to the idea of closing one’s heart toward others in need. The passage reads:

If there is a poor man among your brothers in any of the towns of the land that the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hardhearted or tightfisted toward your poor brother. Rather be openhanded and freely lend him whatever he needs. Be careful not to harbor this wicked thought: “The seventh year, the year for canceling debts, is near,” so that you do not show ill will toward your needy brother and give him nothing. He may then appeal to the Lord against you, and you will be found guilty of sin. Give generously to him and do so without a grudging heart; then because of this the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and in everything you put your hand to. There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore I command you to be openhanded toward your brothers and toward the poor and needy in your land.
It is perhaps with this passage in mind that John reminds his readers that the love of God and stinginess of spirit cannot coexist.
 (Jesus may have also had this in mind when He said in John 12:8, “You will always have the poor among you, but you will not always have me.”)
The test of Christian love is not simply failure to do evil to others; love also involves doing them good. Christian love is both positive and negative. Isaiah 1:16–17 states, “Stop doing wrong, learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.”
Every Christian knows John 3:16, but how many of us pay much attention to 1 John 3:16? It is wonderful to experience the blessing of John 3:16; but it is even more wonderful to share that experience by obeying 1 John 3:16: Christ laid down life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. “Self-preservation” is the first law of physical life, but “self-sacrifice” is the first law of spiritual life. But God does not ask us to literally lay down our lives. He simply asks us to help a brother in need. This is what Jesus had in mind in the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:25–37. (By the way, Jesus used the same word translated “moved with compassion” to describe the Samaritan in this story.) A lawyer wanted to talk about an abstract subject: “Who is my neighbor?” But Jesus focused attention on one man in need, and changed the question to, “To whom can I be a neighbor?”

The ministry of care must arise from a heart of compassion and care.
 If we want to develop a heart of compassion, we must first look to Christ as the example. No one has been a more significant instrument for helping the poor than Jesus. No one demonstrated a greater heart of compassion.
 That compassion must become the emotion motivating us. We must ask God to grant us a heart of compassion and a mind of wisdom to pursue His ways to help the poor.
 (We will look at developing a mind of discernment next week.) Once we have that heart of compassion as our motivation, we must move into the exercise of caring for others by meeting their needs. We will get into specific details in a later message, but we must have a heart of compassion beforehand. As the call to worship challenged us this morning,
We are His heart—is His heart beating?

We are His hands—are His hands reaching?

When will we realize that you and I must do our part?

It's time to start—we are His heart.
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