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You Asked for a Sermon on Compassion 
1 Kings 17:17-24; Matthew 9:27-38 
 
Last week after Sunday’s service about the work of the church in making peace and 
doing justice in the world, someone messaged me on Facebook with a piece someone else 
had written about why he wears a red poppy instead of a white poppy.  The white poppy 
is worn as a symbol of peace, and is often worn in order to distance the wearer from the 
political or militaristic emphasis of the red poppy.  White poppy or red poppy aside (we 
don’t need to go into the politics of either this morning), the writer of the article was 
trying to draw the distinction between wishing or hoping for peace, and actually doing 
something about making peace in the world.  Wishing for peace is like wishing the sun 
will shine tomorrow. There’s really not a whole lot we can do about whether the sun will 
shine or not, other than waiting for morning to see what will happen.  Wishing is passive, 
and carries no real active expectation with it.  In our common use of language, we use the 
word ‘hope’ the same way we use the word ‘wish’. I really hope it doesn’t rain tomorrow 
– but there isn’t a whole lot I can do about it anyway, so I might as well sit back and see 
what happens. 1  The article talks about the reality of the fact that peace doesn’t just 
happen on its own, and we aren’t supposed to sit on our hands waiting for someone else 
to make it happen for us.  Peace-making is hard work, and sitting around wishing for 
peace isn’t going to get us very far toward a more peace-full world.  And as we discussed 
last week, a bunch of hand-sitters certainly isn’t what God calls his church to be. 
 
Understanding what compassion is about is a bit like understanding what peace-making is 
all about.  Unfortunately in our world, compassion is one of those things we think is just 
about feeling something akin to sympathy.  We feel sympathy for others or situations.  
We associate it with a feeling inside us that is comprised of a number of emotions and 
thoughts:  wishing a person wasn’t in the situation they are in or feeling badly for them 
(but often feeling powerless to do anything about it),.  The ancient Greeks used the word 
splachna, which we translate as ‘compassion’ (with suffering). And what the word 
referred to was the viscera – the heart, lungs, and bowels.  This is where our deepest 
impulses originate, where our most profound reaction to human need is felt.  As a verb, 
splachna looks like gut-wrenching knotted bowels and gasping lungs at the plight of 
another.  And that kind of a reaction, that kind of compassion, necessitates and compels 
some kind of action.  Sitting on our hands feeling badly at the plight of another isn’t 
compassion.   
 
We see this kind of gut-wrenching compassion throughout the Scriptures.  The story we 
read earlier about Elijah and the widow’s son is a story of what happens when Elijah’s 
bowels are knotted in response to the difficulty of the widow. When the widow’s son 
died, all of her hope for future well-being, for physical and emotional protection, and for 
not becoming a victim of extortion died with him.  Elijah didn’t tell her how sorry he was 
for her situation.  He didn’t sit by himself in his room and wish her son hadn’t died.  His 
response was visceral.  He took her son, carried him upstairs to his room, laid him on his 
                                                
1 This isn’t the way the bible talks about hope.  Hope in scripture is active, engaged, and involves 
participating in the fulfillment of what one hopes for.  When people of God hope, they do so with 
expectation, actively moving toward the fulfillment of their hope. 
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own bed, stretched himself out on the child, and cried out repeatedly to the Lord.  He 
suffered with her.  He cried out with the same lament that the widow had cried out with.  
He bore her suffering in himself and through prayer, effected the healing of the boy.  In 
just four verses, there are nine active verbs describing what Elijah did to demonstrate 
compassion.  Elijah’s compassion was so deeply rooted in the core of his being that he 
was compelled to act for the healing and restoration of this family. 
 
When Jesus looked at a people who had followed the path of tradition and morality 
instead of the path of fellowship with a loving God, when he looked at a people who were 
consumed with themselves so much so that they were blind to the deep need of their 
neighbours, he saw a people who had lost their way, who were like sheep without a 
shepherd, and his guts knotted up and his bowels clenched, and he gasped for air.  He 
wasn’t just sympathetic to their state.  He didn’t feel sorry for them.  He didn’t sit on his 
hands and wish he could do something about it.  No.  He had compassion on them 
(Matthew 9:36). The core of his being clenched and knotted and gasped for a lost, 
broken, and helpless people.  And out of that visceral response the blind and lame were 
healed, the hungry were fed, the untouchable were embraced, the lost were found, the 
dead received new life.   
 
Other passages speak of this visceral response God has for his lost and broken people.  
The Samaritan saw the brokenness of the man who had been beset by robbers and his 
heart broke for him.  He spared no expense to bring healing to this ruined man.  When the 
“prodigal” son returned from squandering his family’s fortune and living a life of 
disrepute – when he began to make his way home again after being lost for so long, the 
father gasped for air as he ran out to meet him, threw his arms around him proclaiming 
that the lost had been found, the dead was alive.   
 
One of the things that sets compassion apart from sympathy or wishing things were 
different, or even feeling a little moved, is that because compassion is born in the deepest 
place of our being, it costs something to experience it.  There is the material cost of 
compassion – bread for the hungry, clothes for the naked and treatment for the broken in 
body and mind.  There is the social cost of losing the respect of the ‘establishment’ or the 
good opinion of the powerful and influential. There is the emotional cost in giving of the 
self for the sake of another – giving time, choosing discomfort, or putting aside selfish 
preferences. And, let’s be honest, sometimes, the depth of emotion we feel for the plight 
of another is just so unbearable that we push it down and away because it hurts too much.  
Jesus’ compassion cut to the very heart of God, but he didn’t push it down and away and 
it cost him everything.  The cost of God’s compassion was a cross.  What are we willing 
to spend of ourselves for the sake of bearing another’s burden?   
 
We have been the subjects of God’s great compassion.  God looked upon us - a people 
who had lost their way, who pursued their own interests instead of becoming who they 
were created to be – God’s image bearers in the world, God’s care-takers of the world 
and of each other.  God looked out upon a people who were like sheep without a 
shepherd to lead them home.  And his heart broke.  He sent his Son to show us the way, 
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he gave us a Shepherd who would lead us home.  He bore our brokenness in his own 
body to show us the love of the Father.   
 
Should our response to our broken neighbours, to those who are lost and looking for 
home, or to the suffering and hopelessness of the helpless be anything less.  Jesus’ broken 
heart and knotted bowels took him out into the world of the horribly disfigured and 
socially shunned, the hungry and the homeless, the vulnerable and grief-stricken, and into 
our own world and into our own lives to bring about the healing and reconciliation of 
God.  If this is where Jesus’ compassion led him, where should it be leading us, the 
recipients of his compassion as his own body, empowered by his Spirit?   
 
 


