The Compassion of Jesus


Oscar Wilde wrote, “The only thing worse than being talked about is not being talked about.”  In this short little phrase he captures our struggle with wanting to be known but also desiring our privacy.  On the one hand, no one really wants to be talked about.  Many times when we do foolish things we desire nothing more than to be invisible so that no one will see.  I am sure we have all been in that situation more than once.  When I was young I was a geeky kid and often desired not to be seen or talked about and so I read lots of books.  It is easy to tune out the world when you are in the midst of a good novel.


On the other hand, while we don’t want to be talked about, many people are deathly afraid of truly going unnoticed in life.  People do some of the strangest things for a little attention when they feel no one is looking and they desperately want to be noticed.  How many adolescents become obnoxious and argumentative at home just because they feel invisible and desperately want their parents’ attention?  While we despise being gossiped about, none of us enjoys the feeling of being invisible, ignored, and unloved.  When we turn to Matthew today we will find a person who lived a life in the shadows being unseen, ignored, and shunned.  We will find a person who both suffered the shame of being an outcast and, because of her condition, desired the same invisibility she longed to be rid of.  Before we can meet this woman, however, we must make a quick stop in Leviticus.  This will not be the most pleasant Bible reading ever, but it is a part of scripture and is the necessary background to what we will read today in Matthew.

Leviticus 15:19-25 – When a woman has her regular flow of blood, the impurity of her monthly period will last seven days, and anyone who touches her will be unclean till evening.  Anything she lies on during her period will be unclean, and anything she sits on will be unclean.  Whoever touches her bed must wash his clothes and bathe with water and he will be unclean till evening.  Whoever touches anything she sits on must wash his clothes and bathe with water, and he will be unclean till evening.  Whether it is the bed or anything she was sitting on, when anyone touches it, he will be unclean till evening.  If a man lies with her and her monthly flow touches him, he will be unclean for seven days; any bed he lies on will be unclean.  When a woman has a discharge of blood for many days at a time other than her monthly period, or has a discharge that continues beyond her period, she will be unclean as long as she has the discharge, just as in the days of her period.

Doesn’t Leviticus just make wonderful devotional reading?  For God’s covenant people before Jesus, these were the laws they had to abide by.  A monthly period was not just a little embarrassment but was a reminder of sin and impurity.  Rather than being able to hide her period, a woman had to let people know about it so that they wouldn’t accidentally become unclean by touching her bed or her chair and then attempt to approach God in his temple.  There was no hiding it and, what is worse, a woman during her period made other objects and people unclean.  If that bleeding lasted longer than a week, the woman remained unclean as long as it lasted.  Bear this in mind as we turn to Matthew chapter nine.


Matthew 9:18-26 – While he (Jesus) was saying this, a ruler came and knelt before him and said, “My daughter has just died.  But come and put your hand on her and she will live.”  Jesus got up and went with him, and so did his disciples.  Just then a woman who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak.  She said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed.”  Jesus turned and saw her.  “Take heart, daughter” he said, “Your faith has healed you.”  And the woman was healed from that moment.  When Jesus entered the ruler’s house and saw the flute players and the noisy crowd, he said, “Go away.  The girl is not dead but asleep.”  But they laughed at him.  After the crowd had been put outside, he went in and took the girl by the hand, and she got up.  News of this spread through all that region.  


Here we have two people who come to Jesus for help.  The first to approach Jesus is a ruler, an important and respected man.  This was someone that you paid attention to and the kind of guy you wanted in your movement.  Have you ever noticed in churches that people perk up and are pleased when well respected members of the community come in?  They are sure to greet them and make them feel right at home because this person has influence.  I am sure that is how people felt about this ruler.  Jesus’ disciples probably looked at him, felt their hearts quicken, and thought, “This is someone who can sway a lot of people to follow Jesus.  Things are looking up.”  

On the other hand, we have a woman subject to bleeding for twelve years.  What does Leviticus teach?  Every time she sat down she made whatever she sat on unclean.  Anyone who touched anything she sat on also became unclean and so she had to warn people and let them know of her condition.  For twelve years she was unable to offer sacrifices or take part in the temple worship.  For twelve years she couldn’t sleep with a husband if she had one without making him unclean for a week at a time.  If she did not have a husband, who would marry an unclean woman?  This was a woman who lived with great shame and likely wanted to disappear many times.  At the same time, she was a woman avoided and isolated by most people.  


Your time is limited.  You have an unclean woman that no one wants to look at and a wealthy ruler asking for your help.  Which would you choose?  The woman came sneaking up behind Jesus saying to herself, “If I just touch his cloak I’ll be healed.”  The Greek verb indicates that she was repeating this to herself over and over again trying to keep her confidence up.  She was out in public and in the midst of a crowd about to touch a righteous man.  Would he become angry at the touch of an unclean woman?  She finally succeeds in touching Jesus and is healed.  


Isn’t this efficient?  Jesus just has to let people touch his cloak as he walks along and they can be healed.  This could free him up to preach and to go with important people while everyone just touches his cloak as he passes by to be healed.  Jesus didn’t need to stop to heal this woman but he stopped anyway.  The wealthy and influential ruler just had to wait as Jesus turned and showed compassion to this outcast woman.  It is here that we see a parallel between Jesus and the ruler.

The ruler had a daughter who was near death.  Daughters were not well valued at that time.  They would not contribute like a son.  It cost a dowry to marry a daughter off.  Yet, this ruler loved his daughter and came to Jesus to beg him for a healing.  This ruler came and, according to the NIV, knelt before Jesus.  The word says more, however.  The word used means that the ruler came and indicated his complete dependence upon Jesus.  More than kneeling, this word means to prostrate oneself.  Have you ever met anyone in authority who would willingly show such great subservience to another?  Have you ever met anyone in authority who liked to admit that he wasn’t the top of the chain?  This man must have loved his daughter dearly to come to Jesus in this way.


When the bleeding woman was healed Jesus looked at her and told her to take courage.  He called her daughter.  He was not content to pass on by or to ignore her as so many others had.  He was not content to let her think that she had stolen a healing.  Rather, Jesus took the time to show her compassion and to give her dignity.  He let her know that he saw her, that he knew what she had done, and that he loved her.  He let the important man wait while he gave help to this outcast.  Jesus sees those who are in need and he has compassion on them.  No one is unlovable to Jesus.  No one is trash.  No one is to be avoided.  Jesus has genuine compassion on people from the greatest to the least.  There is no favoritism with God and Jesus demonstrates this for us.  After healing the woman he then proceeds to go and heal a little girl.  I don’t remember who noted this, but a woman commented that Jesus is the only great religious figure to consistently take note of women and children in a positive light.  Jesus has compassion on all who come to him. 


Consider the crowds following Jesus.  They came to him a mixed bag of Jews and Gentiles, peasants and religious leaders.  They came learned and unlearned.  They came for his gifts of food and healing.  They came out of curiosity.  They came to trap him in his words.  As Jesus looked at the mob following him, however, he didn’t see a mob.  Consider how Jesus saw the crowds of people.


Matthew 9:35-36 – 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.

When Jesus looked out over the crowds of people coming to listen to him he did not do so in an angry way.  He didn’t look out over them and lament that he didn’t have better followers.  Instead, he saw that they were harassed and helpless and so he had compassion on them.


How do you believe the Lord looks at you?  Does he condemn?  Does he shake his head and wonder why he bothers?  Does he see you at all?  The truth we see in the gospels is that Jesus sees even those everyone else wants to ignore and that he has compassion on all.  What is more, everyone who comes to Jesus for help receives it.


So what do you do with your problems?  Where do you go when you feel harassed and helpless by life’s circumstances?  I hope you go to the Lord who has compassion and longs to help.  Remember also, there were many more who were sick and in need in Israel than those Jesus healed and helped.  Jesus proclaimed the good news that the Kingdom of God had drawn near and displayed God’s power but the people had to respond.  Those who ignored him found no help.  Those who rejected him did not receive the benefits of his compassion.  But those who turned to Jesus found a compassionate Lord ready to help.  I encourage you today to turn to Jesus with your needs.  There is no one too lowly for Jesus to see and help.


We need to pause for a moment and consider two other healings which Jesus performed.  Consider the plight of two blind men and a man who was mute.

Matthew 9:27-34 – As Jesus went on from there, two blind men followed him calling out, “Have mercy on us, Son of David!”  When he had gone indoors, the blind men came to him and he asked them, “Do you believe that I am able to do this?”  “Yes, Lord,” they replied.  Then he touched their eyes and said, “According to your faith will it be done to you.”; and their sight was restored.  Jesus warned them sternly, “See that no one knows about this.”  But they went out and spread the news about him all over that region.  While they were going out, a man who was demon possessed and could not talk was brought to Jesus.  And when the demon was driven out, the man who had been mute spoke.  The crowd was amazed and said, “Nothing like this has ever been seen in Israel.”  But the Pharisees said, “It is by the prince of demons that he drives out demons.”  


Consider the two blind men.  They were in desperate need of help.  In that time, what could they do as blind men but beg?  We have already talked in previous weeks about the stigmas attached to disabilities in Jesus’ time and how they were viewed as signs of God’s exceptional displeasure.  These two men hear that Jesus is near and they call upon him to have mercy on them.  They are doing everything right by coming to Jesus and asking for mercy.  They do not demand sight but beg for mercy.  Did you notice how Jesus responded?  He ignored them!  He just kept right on walking while they continued to ask for mercy.  He went about his business until he entered the home he was going to.  At that point the persistent blind men came in and Jesus asked if they truly believed he could heal them.  They answered that they did and so Jesus healed them.


I am not entirely sure why Jesus ignored these two men at first.  Perhaps it had nothing to do with them.  Perhaps Jesus just wanted to be out of the sight of large crowds for this healing considering the fact that he told the two men not to tell people what he had done.  In his wisdom, Jesus may have waited to heal the two men to avoid some kind of uprising that would have taken place had the healing been out in public.  Perhaps Jesus wanted the two men to come to the point of having to commit to what they believed.  Perhaps the point of Jesus question about their faith was that he wanted them to decide before the miracle that they believed he was the messiah.  Jesus doesn’t tell us exactly why he ignored these men at first.


Here is the point.  Just because Jesus has compassion on us and helps all who turn to him does not mean that he will do exactly what we want exactly when we want him to.  A part of having faith in our Lord is that we trust in his wisdom rather than just his power to change things.  If he seems to ignore our requests we don’t give up.  If he waits, we believe there is a reason even if he doesn’t tell us what it is.  When you pray and God doesn’t seem to answer, know that he has heard, he does care, and that his wisdom is greater than yours.  I ran across a great quote awhile back that summarizes this very clearly.

If God would concede me His omnipotence for 24 hours, you would see how many changes I would make in the world. But if He gave me His wisdom too, I would leave things as they are. J.M.L. Monsabre

Jesus’ compassion and desire to help us does not make him a cosmic bellhop.  Added to this is what we see of the Pharisees and the crowds when Jesus cast out a demon and healed the mute man.  Clearly a great miracle took place in this man’s healing.  The Pharisees don’t even attempt to deny that a miracle has occurred choosing, rather, to attribute it to the work of Satan rather than God.  The crowds, on the other hand, are absolutely floored at this working of God and exclaim that things like this have never happened in Israel before.  

When we talk about Christ being compassionate and desiring to help all who come to him we do not necessarily mean that Christ will do exactly what we ask when we ask it.  As we just said, sometimes Christ will act in his own time while we are left to wonder why.  As for what he does, Christ does not always heal the blind or dramatically change the situation.  In the New Testament we are promised that God will give wisdom to all who ask, peace to those who pray in times of trouble, comfort to those who mourn, and forgiveness to all who ask.  When we turn to Jesus for help in our need we must not overlook these works that he does.  He may not remove the source of your grief, but that person who shows up and gives comfort is just as much a work of God.  He may not provide just what you ask, but you suddenly have peace regardless and that is God at work.  We need to be careful that our expectations and perspectives are correct.  If, like the Pharisees, you demand that God act in accordance with your will then you will dismiss all the things he is doing.  If, like the people, you are looking to see what Jesus wants to do, you will be amazed to see him often at work.


The point of this is that Christ has compassion on everyone and desires to help in our need.  If you will turn to him, you will find forgiveness, salvation, and help in whatever you face.  As you turn to Christ, however, do so with trust in his wisdom and a willingness to allow him to work according to that wisdom rather than yours.


This brings us now to the final verses of Matthew nine.  We’ll start with a portion we have already read.


Matthew 9:36-38 – 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 fields.”


Here is the conclusion: Jesus is compassionate to all and will help anyone who turns to him first for salvation and then for anything else.  You know and have experienced this.  Now, as one who has experienced it, will you see the world as Jesus does?  Will you see beyond the immorality of the world and the politics of the world and see, instead, people harassed and helpless in need of the shepherd?  Will you see beyond people’s veneer of being ok or even successful and recognize that they genuinely need a savior?  Will you see a harvest and be willing to be one of the Lord’s workers?


As one who has experienced the Lord’s compassion, share it with others.  This involves several things.  First, this means knowing how to share the good news of salvation with another person.  I would encourage you to take one of our gospel tracts home and learn to share the gospel from it so that you don’t need it.  Secondly, Jesus shows us that being a workman for the Lord requires talking about the Lord with people.  It is one thing to claim to be a witness with your life and another thing to actually tell people about Jesus.  Our lives should match our words rather than discredit them, but our lives alone are not enough.  We must tell people where we have found hope and salvation and help in all our needs.  As we tell them, we should be living lives we would happily have them imitate. 

I believe that being one of the Lord’s workmen for the harvest also includes being committed to the local church.  We can accomplish greater things working together than working as a lone harvester.  Should a local church disappear through the carelessness of the Christians in a place, the Christians do remain.  However, knowing communities where this takes place, those Christians quickly lose sight of the need to share the Lord with others, succumb to the culture around them due to lack of support, and become stunted in their spiritual growth.  When people come to Christ for the first time without a local church they lack a place to worship, learn, or grow and have a much greater struggle to resist returning to their old way of life.  All of that is to say that, as the Lord’s workmen, we must balance outreach with discipleship, our love for people should be the result of our love for God.


Today, I hope that you have experienced the compassion and help of Christ.  If you are in any need, turn to the one who desires to help.  If you need forgiveness today, turn to Christ who desires to forgive.  Having experienced his compassion, realize that the world needs what you have found and go to them with the same compassion that Jesus has had on you.

Let’s pray.
