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A MERCIFUL GOD

THE

PROMISES

“For the Lord your God is a merciful God.
He will not leave you or destroy you or forget
the covenant with your fathers that he swore to them.”
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“In His law he meditates day and night.”
(Psalm 1:2)

But how many people actually know
the difference between God’s mercy and
His grace? And without knowing their
difference, are we truly able to appreciate
their value? Perhaps the easiest way to
distinguish between the two is this: God’s
grace is seen when we receive things we
don’t deserve, and His mercy is seen when
we are spared what we do deserve. Again,
using broad brushstrokes . . . we do not
deserve God’s gift of salvation, but we have
received it in spite of our sin. Therefore,
we are saved by grace (Ephesians 2:8).
On the other hand, we do deserve His
judgment for our sins, but we have not
received it. Therefore, we are saved also
because of His mercy (Titus 3:5).

GOD’S PROMISE:

God’s mercy—that attribute of His which
spares us from our just deserts—is active
not only in our ultimate salvation, but
in our daily spiritual experience as well.
Why? Because if we got what we deserved,
we would be lonely both now and forever.
With the first sinful thought or action our
accountable minds conceived, God would
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God is merciful. He does not abandon,
destroy, or forget His promises of old—
His promises to bless us in spite of our sin.
Because of His mercy, we can live in His
presence, and in the presence of others
who know Him, now and in eternity.

His mercy is His love that
keeps us from ever being separated.
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facilitates a personal encounter with Scripture
and spiritual truths through short daily texts from
the Bible plus a section on the historic creeds of the faith.

have been justified in forsaking us forever.
Instead, mercifully, He momentarily
forsook His own Son in order that we might
not lose our relationship with Him, which
is also the basis for our relationships with
one another (Mark 15:34; Ephesians 4:32).
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Attend a prayer meeting with almost any
group of Christians and it will not be long
before you hear thanks being given to God
for his “mercy and grace.” God’s grace
and mercy are two of his most familiar
and defining characteristics. Psalms 86:15
and 145:8 both affirm these attributes of
God. The writer to the Hebrews tells us
that, through prayer, we find God’s mercy
and grace (4:16). And the apostles often
extended greetings based on God’s mercy
and grace (1 Timothy 1:2; 2 Timothy 1:2;
2 John 1:3).
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Lord Jesus, I thank You
for the wonderful parables
and stories You told that
force me to wrestle with
the issues of life that
really matter. Your stories
grip my mind and my
imagination, and as I begin
to understand what You
are saying, I am penetrated
by the barb of truth that
reveals my true condition.
Just when I realize that
I am the Prodigal Son, I
discover the self-righteous
older brother in me as well.
But I know that the person
You most want me to
identify with is the loving
father. For You are the One
who waited for Your son to
return, who felt compassion
for him when You saw him
at a distance, who ran and
embraced him and kissed
him and celebrated his
return. Because that is who
You are, I can trust You,
love You, and return to You
whenever I stray from Your
gracious embrace.
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PARENTAL
GUIDANCE
1. My mother taught me TO APPRECIATE A JOB WELL
DONE: “If you’re going to kill each other, do it outside.
I just finished cleaning.”
2. My mother taught me RELIGION: “You better pray
that will come out of the carpet.”

HEALTHY ALLIANCES, PART THREE

THE NEED FOR HEALTHY ALLIANCES
On the way to Jericho from Jerusalem, in
the barren hills of the desert, is a colony
of hermits. They all have their own private
caves, but they live in close proximity to
one another. They may go weeks or months
without seeing each other, but they seem
to find comfort and strength from the
knowledge that there are others doing
similar activities nearby.

wisely promoted goodwill with potential
allies. In some way, he was telling them
that they were part of what he was doing.
He understood the importance of planning
for the future and of building relationships
based on trust and mutual benefit that
would serve him well in the years ahead.
Leaders who look for and participate in
strong alliances build a store of relational
resources that can be of immeasurable
Perhaps this best illustrates that people value in times of change or crisis.
were created for community. Even hermits
frequently live in colonies! But alliances
with others can be either healthy or toxic,
All of us have a need for
and it is essential that we take this into
fellowship, encouragement,
account when we engage in personal and
business partnerships. As we saw in Part
and accountability.
One, the biblical character of David is a
great example of this:
All of us have a need for fellowship,
When David arrived in Ziklag,
encouragement, and accountability. Given a
he sent some of the plunder to
choice, few people would opt for the years of
the elders of Judah, who were his
isolation experienced by Robinson Crusoe
friends, saying, “Here is a present
instead of the family ties enjoyed by the
for you from the plunder of the
Swiss Family Robinson.
Lord’s enemies.” He sent it . . . to
those in all the . . . places where
Clearly, the most important alliance we
David and his men had roamed.
can experience is with the triune God, but
(1 Samuel 30:26–27, 31b)
this alliance should be reflected in the way
we relate to others. Stephen Arterburn and
By distributing part of the plunder to the Jack Felton turn a common notion on its
elders in various parts of Israel, David head when they write, “God never intended

anyone to be so focused on him that there
is no need to stay connected with people.”1
The body of Christ provides a network of
personal and group alliances that are critical
to our spiritual well-being.

TOXIC ALLIANCES
Not all alliances are beneficial, however; and
Scripture is just as clear about the other side
of the coin: “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company
corrupts good character’” (1 Corinthians
15:33). And again, “He who walks with the
wise grows wise, but a companion of fools
suffers harm” (Proverbs 13:20; see also
Proverbs 28:7; 29:3). Unhealthy alliances can
erode our character and our convictions.
The 12th-century English abbot Aelred
of Rievaulx wrote that we owe love to all
people, but only to a proven friend are we to
entrust “the secrets of the heart.”2
In order to make certain that the alliances
into which we enter are healthy and
appropriate, we must first be convinced of
who and whose we are. When the truth of
God’s Word begins to define our self-image,
we find ourselves secure enough to love and
serve others without seeking our interests
first. Just as loving God completely is the
key to loving ourselves correctly, this in turn
is the key to loving others compassionately.

3. My father taught me LOGIC: “Because I said so, that’s why.”

As we grow in our understanding of God’s
unconditional love and acceptance of us in
Christ, we are increasingly liberated from
using people to meet our needs. Once we
know how seriously God takes us, we no
longer need to take ourselves so seriously.
Second, we must not enter into deep
alliances lightly. Often, because of some
emotional neediness or poor judgment or
pain, someone will share too deeply too
quickly with a person they don’t know.
Generally, this is a recipe for disaster. But,
as John Ortberg has outlined, there are
certain warning signs to watch for that may
help you know when to slow down with a
person. These warning signs may include
inappropriate use of humor, judgmental
statements, premature advice, or violating a
confidence. As Ortberg says, “Test someone’s
ability to keep small confidences before you
trust them with big ones.”3
The fourth and final part in this series will
appear in next month’s Reflections.
1

Stephen Arterburn and Jack Felton, More Jesus, Less
Religion (Colorado Springs, CO: Waterbrook Press,
2000), 136–137.

2

Aelred of Rievaulx: Spiritual Friendship, Book 1 (Cranbury,
NJ: Associated University Presses, 1994).

3

John Ortberg, Everybody’s Normal Till You Get to Know
Them (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 84–85.

4. My father taught me IRONY: “Keep crying, and I’ll
give you something to cry about.”
5. My mother taught me about the science of OSMOSIS:
“Shut your mouth and eat your supper.”
6. My mother taught me about CONTORTIONISM: “Just
you look at that dirt on the back of your neck!”
7.

My mother taught me about STAMINA: “You’ll sit
there until all that spinach is gone.”

8. My mother taught me about WEATHER: “This room of
yours looks as if a tornado went through it.”
9. My mother taught me about HYPOCRISY: “If I told you
once, I’ve told you a million times, don’t exaggerate!”
10. My father taught me the CIRCLE OF LIFE: “I brought
you into this world, and I can take you out of it.”
11. My mother taught me about ANTICIPATION: “Just
wait until we get home.”
12. My mother taught me about RECEIVING: “You are
going to get it from your father when you get home!”
13. My father taught me HUMOR: “When that lawn mower
cuts off your toes, don’t come running to me.”
14. My mother taught me HOW TO BECOME AN ADULT:
“If you don’t eat your vegetables, you’ll never grow up.”
15. My mother taught me WISDOM: “When you get to be
my age, you’ll understand.”
16. My father taught me about JUSTICE: “One day you’ll
have kids, and I hope they turn out just like you!”

