The Missional Jesus Christ

A LENTEN JOURNEY

COMPANION READING FOR WEEK FIVE

“IT’S TIME…AN URGENT CALL TO CHRISTIAN MISSION”

Chapter Five:  “It’s Time!…to Do Justice and Mercy!”—Pages 37-43

SUNDAY SCHOOL LESSON FIVE—WEEK FIVE

SUNDAY, APRIL 2, 2006

“JESUS:  THE ART OF COMPASSION”

"I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become the wounded person." -- poet Walt Whitman, "Song of Myself" in Leaves of Grass (1955).

Scripture References:  Micah 6:1-8; Matthew 9:18-26

Hopefully our Lenten journey has led you to a time of personal reflection on what it means to be “on mission” for Jesus Christ as He leads us to become more missional in our focus and direction in life.  This past Sunday morning as I prepared for the day with some early reading, I ran across a thought pattern that I had jotted in a book that I had read a number of years ago.  The basic question that my journal entry posed was, “Why did Jesus come to earth in the likeness of man?”  For those of us who have been blessed with strong Christian foundations, this question is not a hard one to answer.  Certainly we can answer this question with our lofty theological explanations, but I noticed in my journal entry for that day the following words that have been quite meaningful to me over the past several days:  “Jesus came to show us the face of His Father.”  That being the case, we can conclude that if we want to see what God “looks like,” we can easily see that picture as we look at the face of Jesus.  We have wonderful word pictures through the Gospels and the New Testament that paint the magnificent portrait of Jesus.  We see His expressions of grace, mercy, justice, love, compassion, and the list goes on and on. Jesus lived His life with total selfless-ness.  Nothing that He did in life could ever be construed as being self-serving in any way.  Everything that He did was born out of the deep compassion that He had for all humanity.  Thus, if Jesus came to show us the face of God, should our goal, as “little Christs” called to be missional in our lifestyles, not be the same—to show the world in word and deed the face of Christ Himself?  

Thus, the process of being missional begins with our call to spiritual formation as we seek to be transformed into being His presence in our world today.  An integral part of that transformation is a deepening and intensification of the relationship that we have with Him through our prayer lives.  That process continues as we more clearly understand and see our role in the church as it fulfills the design that God has intended for it.  We affirm our call to be a people who are committed to being passionate about the Great Commission to “go to the peoples” of all the nations.  We develop a new focus in our lives—our hearts are changed, our minds are changed, and our behaviors are changed.  To accomplish this great calling for our lives as missional Christians we must naturally then become instruments of His compassion in our world today. 

What though do we mean when we speak of compassion?  Frederick Beuchner helps us to understand compassion and our calling to be missional Christians when he writes, “Compassion is the sometimes fatal capacity for feeling what it’s like to live inside somebody else’s skin.  It is the knowledge that there can never really be any peace and joy for me until there is peace and joy finally for you too.”  Jesus not only understood compassion, He also embodied it through every fiber of His being.  So, this week our goal will be to study the art of compassion with Jesus Christ as our model.

SETTING THE STAGE:  DOING JUSTICE, LOVING MERCY, WALKING HUMBLY WITH OUR GOD—MICAH 6:1-8

[As we approach this lesson, we will once again use Jesus Christ as our model or example of a missional lifestyle who demonstrated for us the art of compassion.]  To establish our framework for this model, we look to the Old Testament to see what God’s spokespersons had to say about the matter of justice, mercy, and compassion.  The situations to which the prophets speak closely parallel our lives today.  By and large our lives are characterized with comfort.  Sure we face difficulties and problems, but most of us have been blessed by God in more ways than we can enumerate.  God has held up His part of that covenant relationship, and we tend to think that we are holding up our end of the bargain simply by our regular church attendance and placing money in the offering plate as it is passed, or by volunteering for some form of service—all such actions in and of themselves being “good” things to do.  

Have you ever wondered what the message of the Old Testament prophets would be to our lives today?  Would we be as surprised as were the people of Israel when these prophets verbally assault us for our lack of compassion, our lost sense of justice, and our unwillingness to show mercy?  Most likely we would be just as uncomfortable with these messages as were the Israelites because the message would challenge “our prejudices, our selfishness, and our pride.”  Do you not think that God’s heart is broken by our lack of “feeling with and for” our fellow human being?

God’s heart overflows with love for those who live on the margins of society.  Moses made this point to the Israelites when he said in Deuteronomy 27:17-19, “You shall not deprive a resident alien or an orphan of justice; you shall not take a widow’s garment in pledge.  Remember that you were a slave in Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you from there; therefore I command you to do this.”  There is that word “remember,” once again calling us to go back in our lives and “re-experience” how God has been leading and blessing in our lives.  The prophet Micah gave us a clear challenge to hear and to heed.

The book of Micah is most likely constructed out of several different oracles that were selected from different times and political situations in the life of Israel.  There are a total of three judgment oracles that we find present in the book.  Each of these oracles is introduced by the imperative for the people to “hear” (1:2; 3:1, and 6:1).  God had certainly been faithful in His love and protection for the people of Israel throughout their history.  He had redeemed and saved them from perilous and impossible times.  How had the people of Israel responded to that saving love and mercy?

Our lesson passage begins with Micah 6:1 as the third oracle of Micah is presented.  These words are intended for the entire population of Israel, but they have certainly been applicable throughout history.  Actually verses 1-5 of this chapter present God’s indictment against the people for their failures and shortcomings.  It is interesting in verses 1-2 how Micah explains that God is calling upon all of His creation to bear witness to what is about to be said against and to the people.  The prophet then begins to recount from God the unfaithfulness of the people.  [It is an interesting approach that is taken in this recounting.]  Rather than providing a summary list of the sins of the people, God chooses to force Israel to face up to their unfaithfulness by showing to them how He had always remained faithful to them.  The repetition of the term “what” on numerous occasions (twice in verse 2, twice in verse 5, once in verse 6, and twice in verse 8) gives us an indication of just how wrong the relationship between God and the people had become.

Notice as you read verse 3 how God uses a question to bring the Israelites to see their shortcomings.  “My people, what have I done to you?  How have I burdened you?”  It is at this point that we come to see that God has been faithful to His part of the covenant relationship.  He has done for them all that He had promised that He would do.  First, in verse 4, God asks the people to remember how He had brought them up out of Egypt and redeemed them from their slavery.  As you read this important biblical word, “remember,” perhaps a good way to get a true sense of this word would be to replace it with the expression “re-experience.”  Our remembering should lead us to take ourselves back to places where we have seen God at work and re-experience once again the power of His presence in those situations.  Here God, through Micah, is calling the people to go back and remember their time of captivity and the stories of that captivity and to re-experience the power of God as it was displayed in its many and varied forms as they were led to freedom.  Experience once again the awe of the parting of the Red Sea.  Experience once again the miracle of the manna.  Of course, this list could go on and on.  We, too, are called to re-experience, to remember, the awesome acts of God in our lives.  Second, the people are called to remember that through Moses, Aaron, and Miriam they were spiritually nourished and fed.  Altars were erected and places for their own personal atonement were provided.  Third, in verse 5, the people were called to remember that Balak and Baalam were unable to exert their power over the people of Israel (see Numbers 22-24) by bringing a curse on the people.  And, finally the people were called, in verse 5b to re-experience that glorious day of entering into the Promised Land at Gilgal (see Joshua 4:19).  In each of these instances of remembrance the people were called to see that God was righteous and upright in His dealing with His people, even in their waywardness.  

In verses 6 and 7 it is almost as if there is a voice that comes to the witness stand on behalf of Israel.  There is a seeming ignorance on the part of Israel to their sin and their shortcomings in their relationship with God.  It is at this point that they almost are insulting in their response to God by their sense of exaggeration in asking God for what He expected of them.  Once again, we see the waywardness of their thinking.  They cannot fathom that they have done anything whatsoever wrong in the sight of God.  “God, what do you want from us?  We are already doing all we can!  We come to church on Sundays and Wednesdays, and we even give our offering.  We are not `bad’ people! What do you want from us?  Would sacrifices of thousands of rams, then of thousands of rivers of oil be enough?  Or, what about our sacrifice of our first born—would that please you enough, God?”

Even with the tone that is expressed in verses 6 and 7, God does not express judgment and anger toward the people.  Instead, in the following familiar verses we find the true heart of what God has to say about His covenant relationship with Israel.  There is no excuse that can be offered on the part of the people.  God says to them in verse 8 that He has told them what is good.  A very important point needs to be made at this juncture in our lesson.  God sets the standard for righteous living; God, and God alone, “sets the definition for what is good.”  This “good” is distilled into three basic elements:


Do justice.


Love mercy (kindness).


Walk humbly with your God.

God is saying to us in this verse that it is not so much an external act on our part that expresses the good, more importantly it is an internal attitude that posits itself in an external action.  

The first element of that call is that we are to do justice.  Daniel Vestal says, “Justice (sometimes called righteousness) is an important word for the Hebrew prophets.  It is concerned with doing what is right, both personally and socially.”  We “do justice” by living our lives daily in a harmonious relationship with our fellow man.  The Hebrew word here for justice is mishpat.  David Hughes, Pastor of First Baptist Church of Winston-Salem, says, “The kind of justice that God has in mind here is when you get as passionate about a wrong done to a minority family on the wrong side of the tracks as you would a wrong done to your family.  You see, God takes it personally when powerless people are treated unjustly, and He wants us to take it personally, too.”  We need to exercise mishpat.  We must care enough about the problems of society to “get our hands `dirty’ in seeking to correct them.”  

The second element of the call is that we are to love mercy.  Dr. Vestal says, “Mercy means bighearted, tenderhearted, generous, giving, and forgiving.”  The NRSV translates these words, “to love kindness.”  The Hebrew words here are ahav hesed.  “Ahav describes the committed love between spouses or love for one’s children.  Hesed is itself a description of another kind of love—covenant love, the covenant kind of love that God has established between Himself and Israel.  Hesed creates a community out of separate beings.”  This kind of hesed is that which keeps the covenant community bound together with one another and reaching out to the world.  Thus, loving mercy goes beyond simply doing what is right.  It goes to the heart of our attitudes toward other people.  It has to do with such qualities as kindness, gentleness, courtesy, and compassion.  Our eyes become opened to the world and we begin to see with the vision of Christ.

The third element is to walk humbly with our God.  Len Sweet says that this means that we live each day with an attitude of hasnea ((Hebrew), which has more to do with a heads-up attitude than any self-effacing heads-down posture in life.  We keep our eyes focused on the Father and, in doing so, we keep our eyes focused directly on the needs of our fellow human as well.  In reality, when hasnea is present in our lives, the natural outgrowth of that walk will produce hesed and mishpat.  

But, how does such an attitude display itself in one’s life?  Can we be helped with a picture of someone who displayed such qualities?  The answer is clear.  Jesus is the embodiment of mishpat, hesed, and hasnea.  Let’s take a few moments now to see how these attitudes displayed themselves in the One who teaches us the art of compassion—Jesus Christ Himself.

JESUS:  THE ART OF COMPASSION

How did Jesus embody that which we have spoken of thus far in our lesson this week—doing justice, loving mercy, and walking humbly with our God—and how can we learn from His example how we, too, might embody these same qualities of compassion?  During His earthly ministry, the demands on Jesus must have been so overwhelming.  People who needed His attention constantly surrounded Him.  He must have felt the constant pressure of humanity’s need at His every turn.  It may have been someone who needed to be healed, a group who needed to be taught, the list could go on and on.  Surely He must have felt tremendous pressure, fatigue, and stress that accompanied such a life.  But even though that was the case, He never became irritable when people crowded around Him and pleaded for some kind of help.  He understood the importance of following the commands of God in demonstrating through His life and actions justice, mercy, and compassion.

Pause for a moment in your reading and reflect on what a “typical” day in the life of Jesus might have been like.  Who were the people that Jesus encountered that day?  What were their needs?  How did Jesus respond to them?  How would you have responded to them?  As missional Christians we must come to realize and affirm that as we commit to serve others, great physical, emotional, or even substantive demands may be made upon us.  Perhaps the greatest danger for us though is that we set our own life schedules above the call to a missional life and the need for the service of love.  [This would be an excellent point for future thought!]
TWO VERY DIFFERENT PEOPLE WHO NEED JESUS—Matthew 9:18-26

On this day in the life of Jesus two specific events are related:

1. The first encounter is between Jesus and the call from Jairus to heal his dying daughter. (One will need to look at the parallel passages of Mark 5:22 and Luke 8:42 to see that this man was named Jairus, and that he was a ruler of the synagogue.)

2. The second encounter is between Jesus and the woman with an issue of blood.

It is extremely interesting to note how different these two people were.  The first point that must be made is that in both of these instances is that a single individual drew the attention of Jesus from a larger audience.  This may be our first step in our journey to compassion—we must be sensitive to the needs of individuals, and not simply focus our attention on the masses.

Who was this man that we call Jairus and what can we learn about Jesus’ example of compassion in the encounter between him and Jesus?  Jairus, as a ruler in the synagogue, was quite respected by those around him.  The position of ruler in the synagogue was a position that was elected by the elders of the synagogue, thus it was an honor that was bestowed to the one elected.  Basically this position meant that Jairus would have control over the order of the worship that was held in the synagogue as well as over general matters related to the synagogue itself.  Jairus would appoint those who were to read, pray, and preach in the synagogue meetings.  In essence, the entire administration of the synagogue itself was under his control.  That being the case, Jairus would only come to Jesus out of a sense of desperation or as a last resort.  Jairus was most likely a very orthodox Jew and he would have viewed Jesus as a threat to Judaism and to his vocation and calling.  Notice the compassion of Jesus in this scene in spite of who Jairus was.  As William Barclay says, “Jesus might have well said to the man, `When things were going well with you, you wanted to kill Me; now that things are going ill, you are appealing for My help.”  To do justice, to love mercy, to walk humbly with your God.  Jesus could have refused to help the man.  Jesus could have chosen to carry a grudge.  But Jesus saw a man in need and His one desire was to help.  It is important to assert that Jesus met Jairus at his point of need and he demonstrated compassion for him, and obviously brought healing to his daughter.  One wonders how often we are willing to be instruments of compassion to those who have brought strife and anxiety to our lives?

The second encounter deals with the woman with the issue of blood.  Once again we see a single individual drawing the attention of Jesus while she was in the midst of a large crowd.  As you read Matthew 9:19ff, Jesus is en route to the home of Jairus when the encounter with this woman occurred.  From an historical perspective, we realize that such a condition as the woman faced was not uncommon in this day in Palestine.  The Talmud provides eleven cures for such a malady.  It is assumed that this woman had tried all of these cures to no avail, and rather than getting better, she was daily growing worse.  It must also be noted that such a condition would render this woman, and anyone who came in contact with her, ceremonially unclean.  “That is, to say, she could never attend a synagogue; no one could lie on the same bed as she; no one would even sit on the same chair.”  This condition would totally cut this woman off from any social or religious life.  In all of this we see the tragedy of her situation—alone, helpless, cut off from friends, and feeling completely isolated from God as well.  Thus, hearing of Jesus she makes her way through the massive crowd and seeks only to touch the fringe of Jesus’ garment knowing that He was her only hope.  As soon as she touched His robe she knew that she was cured.  Then the most terrible thing (or at least she thought so) happened.  Jesus stopped and demanded to know who had touched Him.  It meant confessing to Jesus and to the crowd the dilemma of her situation.  It meant the embarrassment of breaking the law on her part.  But, she answered Him, confessing all that she had done.

This miracle of compassion shows us two things about Jesus.  First, it shows that even in the midst of the throngs of people that surrounded Him, Jesus gave all of His attention to this poor woman.  Note the use of the term “daughter” in verse 22.  When you read this passage and see the encounter between Jesus and this woman it is almost as if the lights on the stage of this drama dimmed, the crowd was no longer in view, and the spotlights were placed on Jesus and the woman only.  For Jesus, in reality, the crowd simply ceased to exist as He showed compassion to this woman.  Jesus is like that—He does not think in terms of crowds; He only thinks about the needs of individuals.  As Augustine wrote, “God loves each one of us as if there is only one of us to love.” 

William Barclay also notes with relation to this incident that every time Jesus healed someone, it cost Him something.  “It is impossible to help anyone without cost to oneself.”  Perhaps this is the heart of our lack of compassion.  We simply are not willing to pay the price for the sharing of our compassion.  In all of His encounters in life, Jesus was always willing to give the gift of Himself.  In week one of our study we spoke of the “humiliation of Jesus” when He emptied Himself completely in taking on the form of a servant.  He gave us the gift of Himself, and in each of His expressions of healing and compassion, He gave up Himself.   Bernard Shaw once wrote, “I want to be thoroughly used up when I die.”  How willing are you to be used up by demonstrating compassion to those in need?

COMPASSION:  THE EXAMPLE OF JESUS

Brian Harbour writes about the compassion that Jesus showed to us in this passage.  He makes two very salient points as he first encourages us to look at the individuals that surround our world today and feel what Jesus felt.  Again, as Beuchner says, “Compassion is that sometimes fatal capacity of feeling what it is like to live in someone else’s skin.”  Until we reach that point in feeling with our fellow human, we will not be able to display the kind of compassion that Jesus displayed.  Jesus did have a unique ability to penetrate beyond the surface appearances and see people at the point of their spirit and their need.  Secondly, Harbour says, to exhibit the compassion that Jesus exhibited, we need to see what Jesus saw in people.   You will remember that Jesus likened the people that He encountered to sheep without a shepherd.  They had no one to guide them, no one to care for them, no one to tend them, feed them, or help them.  They were, in essence, hopeless.  Have you seen the “harassed and helpless” recently?  What has been your compassionate response?

In concluding, you are encouraged to read the parallel passages in Mark and Luke of this same account.  You will note the positive attitude of Jesus in a situation that many considered hopeless.  Please also see the wonderful response of Jairus as he continues to follow Jesus in faith (Mark 5:36).  The result of both of these instances of compassion and mercy remains the same:  “News of this spread throughout the region.”  Stop for a moment to consider this important point.  News of Jesus’ compassion spread throughout the region.  Wait a moment—what would happen if we took upon ourselves the attitude of Christ in meeting people at their point of need and dealing with them with compassion?  How would that show the world the face of Christ?  Would the same result not be inevitable?  Would the news of your compassion in His name not break forth from the lips of those whose lives were impacted by your expressions of His love?  God’s name is lifted up and glorified.  Lives are transformed into the image that He created them.  This is the heart of being a missional church and being missional followers of Jesus Christ.  News will spread throughout the region if we take seriously this call for our lives.  May it be so; may it be so!
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