TEXT: Matthew 9:35-38PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: The Compassion of Christ


The Lord Jesus was often "moved with compassion".  You needn't read far in the Gospels to find this phrase.  It appears more than a dozen times in various settings.  "Compassion" comes from the Greek from which we get our word "spleen".  The KJV often translates it as "bowels of mercy"; the modern versions prefer "heart".  What does it mean?  Something like this: "a feeling of sorrow for the suffering of others, accompanied by a desire to relieve it".  This fits our present context, of course.  The Savior was grieved at the illnesses and lostness of the multitude--and did something about it: "healing every sickness...and "preaching the Gospel of the kingdom".    


His compassion was obvious, but never showy.  People were drawn to Him because they knew He cared.  He was open to everyone--from the Pharisee who paid Him a late-night visit, to the harlot who bathed his feet with tears.  Publicans felt comfortable with him; even lepers, who were forbidden to come within 300 feet of others, had no qualms about drawing near to Christ.

Yet there was nothing of the showman in Him.  Publicity He did not crave; at times, He forbade it.  He healed two blind men, but implored them, "See that no one knows it".   


His compassion was both general and particular.  "When He saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion".  But it wasn't only the multitudes--the faceless, nameless crowd--that He cared about, but individuals, too.  The paralyzed man; the woman bent-over double; the bereaved mother; the man with a lunatic son; each of them found Him "moved with compassion".  We must beware of a "universal compassion" that doesn't translate into personal acts of love.  


His compassion joined strong feelings with concrete actions.  At the tomb of Lazarus, He wept with such feeling that the other mourners exclaimed, "Behold, how He loved him!"  But His compassion did not dry up with His tears.  He acted upon it.  What did He do?  He prayed for others; He helped them.  Neither came cheaply; both cost Him dearly in terms of effort and time.  


His compassion was extended to sufferers as such.  Some were victims of other men's malice.  Think of the blind man, for example, who was so cruelly treated by the Council.  Yet it was not for "innocent sufferers" only that He cared.  He cared for those who brought their suffering upon themselves!  The Publicans, for example, were ostracized because they were wicked men.  Yet to them He did not turn a cold shoulder, but extended a helping hand.  


On this point, I ought to say something.  The liberal climate in which we live has turned every irresponsible bum into a victim of society.  If a man spends his every last dime on booze, we must still provide him a house, food, and medical care. 


 This has produced a backlash.  But, like so many other reactions, it goes too far.  We must deplore irresponsibility, of course, but still "feel" for people who suffer.  And help them as best we can.  The Lord Jesus did this.  The Jewish nation brought its destruction upon itself--it "killed the prophets and stoned those who were sent to it".  Yet the Savior wept over its impending doom.  How different is He from the "conservatives" who mock the homeless and sneer at the AIDS patients.  


His compassion did not detract from His spiritual mission, but rather, enhanced it.  The Lord did not come, chiefly, to feed the hungry or to heal the sick.  "The Son of Man came to seek and to save that which is lost".  Yet, in pursuing His grand purpose, He still cared for his fellow man--in body and soul.  "...Jesus of Nazareth, a Man anointed with the Holy Spirit and power, went about doing good..."


His compassion must be imitated.  The Lord calls us to lives of compassion, too.  He condemns the unfeeling.  "Inasmuch as you have not done it to the least of these my brethren, you have not done it to me".  He praises the compassionate: "Inasmuch as you have done it to the least of these my brethren, you have done it to Me..."  


The Apostles did the same.  "My little children, let us not love in word and in tongue only, but in deed and in truth".  And "Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep". 


What is keeping us from living lives of compassion?  


Self-centeredness.  Some don't care for others because they don't notice them.  But why don't they notice them?  Are they invisible?  Is their pain cleverly concealed?  No.  They don't notice others because all of their attention is fixed upon themselves.  But is this the Lord's way?  "Father, forgive them for they do not know what they do" answers the question.  


Pride.  It is hard to feel for sinners when you don't feel yourself to be one of them.  The Pharisee could mock the publican because he was "not as other men are".  Or was he?  Yes he was.  Had he "considered himself, lest he also be tempted", he might have cared for "one overtaken by a fault".  


Presumption.  We can't feel for the problems of others because we just know we'll never have them.  Or will we?  A problem child?  A bout of depression?  Bankruptcy?  Chronic illness?  "Man that is born of woman is few of days and full of trouble".  And remember: "He who stops his ear to the cry of the poor, shall cry himself, and not be heard".  


A disregard for the example of Christ.  No one can read of the Savior's melting heart and harden his own.  May God "move us with compassion" for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

