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A.W. Tozer said that what comes to mind when you think about God is the most important thing about you. If that is true, then this may be the most important series we’ve done. We are in a series called ‘The God Anthology’ and we are talking about nine attributes, nine character traits of God. This weekend, we talk about his mercy. Let me just say I’m so excited about our Baptism by the Bay. I can’t wait to hang out at Sandy Point State Park. Be there! It will be beautiful day! I speak in faith!
Turn over to Micah Chapter 6 and we’ll get there in a moment. I’m going to string a few passages together, starting with Micah 6 and then we are going to work our way through a couple of different Scriptures.

I love my wife. I have an amazing wife. We’ve been married 19 years. I’m more in love with her now than I was the day we got married. I’m a blessed man. She is incredible, not just because of the gift that she got me on Father’s Day! I don’t want to make any other wives feel bad or any other husbands feel neglected, but my wife got me what I’ve never had and always wanted – a hammock!  Occasionally over the years, we have vacationed in places where I could spend 20 or 30 minutes or 4 hours in a hammock. There is something about a hammock that is good for the body and good for the soul. What’s your perfect temperature? I go for around 77 with a little bit of breeze and maybe a little bit of sunshine and a little bit of shade and a little bit of swing. If you get that hammock going just ever so slightly and you are completely resting, it is a wonderful feeling. That’s what my wife got me for Father’s Day, it only took a few minutes, now I’m packing a few pounds so I had to string it so the chain was real tight, I can’t demonstrate this but I was so excited about my first time in my very own hammock! I get the leg up and this didn’t come in the instruction manual but evidently the first time, the ropes are a little bit tighter, it is not as easy, and I kid you not, I got up and in and two seconds later, I was flat on my back on the other side. It was so embarrassing. That’s really bad in you’re all by yourself and you’re still embarrassed! No one saw it but now you know. I’ve shared this before but if someone says to me, ‘Mark, what is the mercy of God?’ I think the mercy of God is a hammock! A hammock where you rest all of your body weight in the wonderful grace of God. And then you just swing a little bit. The problem is that if you are anything like me, you’re kind of in one side and out the other side real quick! But boy when you get into that hammock and you rest in the mercy of God, there is nothing like it. That’s my prayer for you this weekend. No matter who you are, which of our seven locations you are at, you are here by divine appointment and I believe that the message is pretty simple, that God wants to show his mercy to you. What you have to do is learn to rest in it, not by human striving, not even by your good works, it is simply by the grace of God that we are saved, and in that, we can find a spiritual rest unlike any other kind of rest you can experience. So I pray that you would experience that this weekend.
Here’s what we are going to do. We are going to string together a few passages. I hope that is ok. Sometimes I preach just from one passage but I think this is legal to look at a few different passages and string them together. So we are going to start in Micah 6:6
With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down before the exalted God?

Now, you’re going to have to stick with me. This is not going to be a fancy sermon but if you are taking notes, I want you to jot some of these things down. In fact, I don’t want this to be a fancy sermon, I want to get down to brass tax. I want to talk about who God is. And this passage is very interesting. We can read it and does anybody know Hebrew? Anybody speak it? There might be a few but not many, so if you don’t understand the Hebrew language in which the Old Testament was written, sometimes you can miss little nuisances that are significant. In this case, there are two different names used for God, aren’t there? He is referred to as Lord and then as God. Now, the truth is, there are actually more than 400 names for God in Scripture. Each one reveals a part of his personality, a part of his character, this multi-dimensional God, and we are only talking about nine of them. 

The word ‘Lord’ translated in the Old Testament is the name ‘Elohim’ and it denotes the mercy of God. The word ‘God’ is the Hebrew word ‘Jehovah’ which denotes his justice and there are occasions where those two words are used together, and you will recall this, moments when you’ve been reading the Bible and it doesn’t just say Lord or God, it says the Lord God and they are combined together. Jewish rabbis explain the two sides of God’s personality, these two names that reflect his mercy and his justice with a little riddle. They likened it to a king who had an empty vessel and the king said, ‘If I put hot water into them, they will crack; if I put icy water into them, they will contract’ so what did the king do? He mixed the hot and cold and poured the mixtures into the vessels and they endured. Then the Holy One said, ‘If I create the world only with the attribute of mercy, sins will multiply beyond all bounds. If I create it only with the attribute of justice, how can the world last? Behold, I will create it with both attributes that it might endure.’
Now, for what’s it’s worth, Jewish rabbis actually believed that God prayed to Himself. That’s kind of interesting to think about, isn’t it? I mean, talking to yourself? God praying to God? But specifically, here is the prayer that they believed He prayed. He prayed that his mercy would overcome his wrath. And it said that the Lord God Elohim Jehovah prayed this prayer: May it be my will that my mercies may subdue my wrath.  Interesting isn’t it? May it be my will that my mercies may subdue my wrath.
I want to make sure that we understand the heart of God here. I think sometimes we have this feeling that if God manifests wrath, that somehow He takes joy in that, and I think we get confused about what God feels when He exercises his character. So let me be explicit as possible. God takes no joy in justice. He judges with regret and pain. He agonizes over justice. He rejoices over mercy but He agonizes over justice. Why? Because God always wants to show mercy. 

In a few moments, we are going to talk about the fact that God has given us free will and there is a response that we have to make towards that mercy in order for that mercy to be activated in our lives. But do you understand what I’m saying? I’m saying that God wants to show mercy and He is disappointed when He is not able to show mercy to us. 

When the Egyptians were drowned in the Red Sea, you remember the story, the Exodus, they has enslaved the Israelites for 400 years, treated them brutally, and it said that the angels sang a song of triumph when the Egyptians were drowned and God shushed them and said, ‘The work of my hands is drowned in the sea and you would offer me a song?’  I think we, as a culture, maybe have gotten a little taste of this just a few months ago with the death of Osama Ben Ladin. If you were anything like me, and there was a lot of cultural discussion about how we should feel about this. One on level, how should we think about it, but on another level, how do we feel about it? On one level, I think that there is a rejoicing in justice being served, but in another sense, should there also not be a sense of grieving? I mean, do you think that God is not grieved when one of his creations, just like us, made in the image of God with potential to do what is right, does tremendous evil? I don’t know if disappointment is the right word, or grief, but I don’t think there was a rejoicing, yet, over the fact that justice, that something has been made right, but you can’t tell me that God did not want to show mercy even to someone who has done such evil.  I think that’s where, if we are just being honest, we’ve got to wrestle with that. I mean I think for some of us, this issue is so easy. We want mercy, everybody else gets justice! If we are being honest, I think that’s how many of us approach it. But I want to make sure we understand the heart of God. If you want to know what causes rejoicing in heaven, in the gospels it said that when one sinner repents, and it is repentance that activates the mercy of God and because God has shown mercy, his character has been revealed. It is not just about the repentance, the angels are rejoicing in heaven because the Merciful One has revealed his mercy and we can see it in all of its glory. So, God wants to show his mercy.
Back to Micah:

6 With what shall I come before the LORD 
and bow down before the exalted God? 
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
with calves a year old? 
7 Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, 
with ten thousand rivers of olive oil? 
Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, 
the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?

This is very interesting because in this passage, there is a grappling with what do you give to someone who has everything? What do you bring to the God who made everything that is? Is it a thousand rams or 10,000 rivers of olive oil that will make God say, ‘Oh, that’s what I was missing?’  Or a hammock? Have you ever been invited someplace and two things, one, you have no idea what to wear and you try on everything in your closet? I’ve never done that but I’m wondering if maybe you have. Or you don’t know what to bring, like what kind of gift to bring, and you’re grappling and wrestling? I think this is the ultimate example of that. What do I bring to God? What could I possibly offer Him? Micah reveals it in verse 8:

8 He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. 
And what does the LORD require of you? 
To act justly and to love mercy 
and to walk humbly[a] with your God.
It is so simple. Act justly, love mercy and walk humbly.  I’m just going to make one little observation here because I want to speak at moments on an intellectual level that requires a little bit of logic, but I want to make sure we think not just logically but theologically. So, let me just make an observation here. I think that some people would argue that the existence of evil means that there is no God. Like, there must not be a God if there is evil because if He is all-powerful and all good, then how could He allow evil or bad things or suffering? The Jewish rabbis believed that it was the exact opposite, that it was the existence of evil that was the proof of mercy. Think about this. If God executed his justice on the spot every time, we wouldn’t be here, would we? But it’s the mercy of God, his hand of mercy, that stays his hand of justice, if you will. And the existence of evil is proof that God is exercising his mercy because He is not willing that any should perish. So He gives opportunity for us to respond to Him. 

Hebrews 4:14 answers Micah 6:

14 Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he did not sin. 16 Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.

Don’t you love people who can fix things? I love mechanics. I love doctors. I’ve needed a lot of them over the years. I love fix-it people. We’ve got a wonderful staff member, Amy Wall, who, if something is broken at any of our facilities, she fixes it. Awesome! This week, I was in Las Vegas for 24 hours. About 10 years ago, I read a book titled The Experience Economy, a Harvard Press book, a fascinating look at the way our economy is evolving into what the authors would call an experience economy and how you can’t just offer a good, it has to be an experience. So there was an opportunity to go hang out with them for 24 hours. It was an interesting collection of people. One of the first guys I met was Robert from Minneapolis. He told me he worked for Best Buy. Then later on he was speaking, it was Robert Stephens who founded the Geek Squad. Then they were bought by Best Buy and now he is part of Best Buy. I was thinking to myself, ‘I like you too because you fix things that I can’t.’ I love anybody who can fix computers and cars. I can’t do it. I am so terrible, I will make it worse. So don’t you love people who can swoop in and fix things?  Listen, we’ve got a spiritual problem, my friends, called sin. But there is a great high priest who can fix it. The way He fixes it is by showing us mercy. I know we’ve been hitting this thing pretty hard, talking about the wrath of God and holiness and sovereignty, and each week you probably feel like it was great but like your soul is black and blue, like we’ve been hitting pretty hard talking about the character of God and some things that are tough to think about and talk about. But I think this is a week where we get in the hammock and we swing a little bit and remind ourselves of God’s mercy, that He is a great high priest and He can fix it.
This week, our teaching team and our creative team, every week we meet and we talk about the weekend and what we are going to do musically and the creative elements or the message and I’m so grateful for a wonderful team. We team teach and we help each other and so Pastor Joel shared something that was so great. Maybe I’ve heard it before but it was just such a wonderful delineation between grace and mercy. Here’s what I think. I think many of us see grace and mercy as synonyms, as the same thing, and so we thank God for one thing but we should be thanking Him for two things. So let me give you a definition. Mercy is God holding back what we deserve and grace is God giving us what we don’t deserve. Both of these things are wonderful and amazing. And they catch different reactions don’t they? Mercy, like wow, I can’t believe you’re letting me off the hook! I feel very helpless but very grateful. And then grace is this feeling of like, why are you doing this? I don’t deserve this and you are being so kind and generous and good to me. I think it is interesting here at the very end of the passage that says in verse 16:

Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
In other words – both and. God wants to show up both of those things.

We have a core value: love people when they least expect it and least deserve it. I think that is best depicted in John 8, the story where a woman is caught in the act of adultery and the religious leaders bring her into a public setting and they are ready to stone her to death. The truth is, according to Old Testament law, that was the punishment. It was a death penalty for adultery. They asked Jesus, ‘What do You say? What should we do?’ And Jesus, it’s one of the most brilliant and merciful responses in all of the Bible, I’m trying to think to myself could there have been any other answer, any other answer that would have led to the result of this story and I can’t think of one. Jesus, on the spot, says, ‘He who is without sin, cast the first stone.’  That’s awesome! That is so brilliant and so merciful. Jesus is writing on the ground and it’s almost like He said you can stone her over my dead body. It’s this mercy. Adultery, God hates it because it tears relationships apart, so that is what is so remarkable about this story, that He is showing mercy in the context of something that was devastating, something that was so wrong, and yet this mercy wells up within Him.

So mercy is God holding back justice and giving us an opportunity to reply. Parents, you know exactly what I’m talking about. There have been moments where Lora and I, as investigators, I mean parents, have found irrefutable evidence to prove our children guilty or crimes that they have committed. Those are great moments! We got ‘em! Then there is this temptation to spring, but parents have you ever done this? Let’s give them an opportunity to confess. We’ll just walk around with a real knowing smile. And what you are doing is showing mercy, in a sense, giving that person an opportunity to confess and to repent. I think that’s what God does. God gives us an opportunity to confess our sin. I John 1:8-9 says that if we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us, but if we confess our sins, then He is faithful and just to forgive us our sin and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. So here’s the deal, if you plead not guilty, you are in trouble. But if you plead guilty, then you get a little bit of court supervision. You know what I’m talking about? Have you ever gotten a ticket? Court supervision, you may plead guilty but it doesn’t go on your record. I had to utilize that once or twice as a young, immature driver.
So this passage references the throne of God. But here’s where I want to make a distinction. There are a couple of thrones referenced in Scripture, this is significant and you might want to jot this down. Here, it is the throne of grace, approach the throne of grace with confidence. So it is the throne that is given a very specific name. But we also know that there is a throne of judgment and it is a great white throne and it is the throne that is depicted in the book of Revelation. In the simplest terms, you are going to stand before one or the other, but God would sure love for you to approach that throne of grace with confidence so that you might obtain mercy and receive grace.

According to one tradition, it was believed that God sat on the throne of justice three hours a day and sat on the throne of mercy the other 21 hours.  Now, you have to be very careful because that’s just a commentary, it is not anything that is inspired or irrefutable, but I think it is interesting imagery. The truth is, you may not want to use that as a ratio for justice, a 3:21 ratio, I’m not saying that. In fact, it is a lot better than that, because in Exodus 25: I do not leave unpunished the sins of those who hate me but I punish the children to the sins of their parents to the third and fourth generation, but I lavish my love on those who love Me and obey my commandments even for a thousand generations.

So, in other words, his attribute of mercy exceeds his attribute of justice by 500 fold. He says that he visits the sins of the fathers upon the children to the fourth generation but He shows mercy unto the thousandth generation. For what it’s worth, the Hebrew word for ‘thousand’ might actually be plural, so at a minimum, it might very well be two thousand generations. Here’s where sometimes you read that but you don’t really think about it. I think it might be helpful to really think about that. In Jewish measurement, a generation was 40 years. Actually from Adam to Abraham may have been 120, but 40 is a fair measurement. And if you takes thousands plural, we’re talking 2,000 generations, if that’s an average of 40 years, we’re talking about 8,000 years! So what that means is this – the mercy that God showed to Abraham, He is still showing it to us. The mercy that God showed to David, who by the way, about 28 times cried for mercy. You cannot read the Psalms and not see over and over again David crying out for mercy. Have mercy on me O Lord. So that mercy extends to us. It is like all of these blessings, think about this, the blessings that were spoken over the tribes of Israel, one of my favorite portions of Scriptures, Numbers 33, those blessings, we are still within that 8,000 year window!  This is awesome! Those things belong to us. Have you ever had something break the day after the warranty ended? I actually have. It was extremely disappointing. It is a terrible feeling because the warranty is gone. I think what I’m saying is there is an 8,000 year warranty on God’s mercy, but the truth is it is infinite. But God is so kind and knows that our human left brains can only compute certain numbers, He put it in terms of a couple thousand generations so we could comprehend it but the truth is his mercy is infinite. There is no end to it. He never runs out of mercy. His mercies are new every morning. So we can rest in his mercy.
Let me close with this. Romans 12:1-2

1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

The great challenge with God’s mercy is this – it is guaranteed. If we confess and repent, we don’t have to doubt. That’s who God is. The challenge is this – it is very hard not to take for granted something that is guaranteed. And therein lies this challenge – how do you continue to cultivate a heart of renewed gratitude for this mercy that is new every morning? It is no easy challenge and the truth is, nothing should produce more gratitude than mercy but nothing is more taken for granted.
So I think, in view of God’s mercy, we have to be very careful to give Him the thanks and praise He deserves.

I’ll close with this. In 1985 Mr. Mister released an album with the song that would top the charts in 1986. All 80s songs were amazing so let’s be honest, topping the charts in the 80s was harder and more meaningful than in any other decade! It hit number 1 and when I say it, you are going to hear it in your head, 

Kyrie Eleison
Down the road that I must travel
Kyrie Eleison
Through the darkness of the night
Kyrie Eleison
Where I'm going will you follow
Kyrie Eleison
On a highway in the night
I think I was a sophomore in high school when this song came out and I’m pretty sure that what we did is just drive around, when you get your license, that’s what you do, go driving, then you turn the radio up to the highest possible volume. So I’m sure as a sophomore in high school, I was driving around Naperville, Illinois cranking Kyrie Eleison. It is catchy and it feels good. Ok, I listened to that song for years and had no idea how to spell Kyrie Eleison or what it could possibly mean. Could we have confession time? How many of you don’t know what that means? Kyrie Eleison? I feel so much better! Are you ready for this? I don’t know Mr. Mister and I’m not pretending to make any kind of commentary on why he wrote this song. But I wonder if some of us just go about our lives ignorantly humming, not really knowing, Kyrie eleison goes back hundreds and hundreds of years. It is a sacred liturgy of the church. It means Lord have mercy.
Lord have mercy
Down the road that I must travel
Lord have mercy
Through the darkness of the night
Lord have mercy
Where I'm going will you follow
Lord have mercy
On a highway in the night
Lord, we ask for your mercy. Have mercy upon us. Lord I pray for the person who has never come to terms with the sin in their life, who has never confessed their sin, who has never comes to grips with the fact that they have fallen short of the glory of God, and someday will stand before the judgment seat of Christ. Lord for that person, today I pray that they would say Kyrie Eleison. I pray they would say Lord have mercy. And that we would confess and repent so that we could approach your throne of grace and obtain mercy and receive grace, the free grace that we can’t earn, that we can only receive. So collectively today, and Lord I believe some for the first time, we collectively say, Lord have mercy. Amen. 
