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“The Boundless Compassion of God”
Matthew 15:21-38            Genesis 21:8-21 January 21, 2018

When we look at the vast sweep of God’s story of salvation 
from the creation that opens Genesis to the new heaven and 
earth that concludes Revelation, it is easy to overlook certain 
moments and dismiss certain characters as insignificant in 
God’s grand plan of redemption. Hagar is one of those all 
but forgotten characters and all but ignored stories.

Throughout its history, the church has not treated Hagar 
very well. This may be no surprise because Hagar wasn’t 
treated very well by Sarah and Abraham. The centuries old 
animosity between Jews, Christians and Muslims has only 
heaped additional scorn and contempt upon Hagar. Like 
many women throughout history and even today, Hagar was, 
in so many ways, powerless to do anything but comply with 
the demands of her masters.  It was Sarah, Hagar’s childless 
mistress, who sent Hagar to Abraham so that she might be 
a kind of surrogate mother and bear a child for them.  As a 
slave, Hagar had no choice in the matter.  When she bore a 
son, she looked down on Sarah.  Sarah became jealous and 
treated her harshly. Hagar ran away.  The Lord provided for 
Hagar and sent her back to her masters.  

After Isaac was born to Abraham and Sarah, Sarah did 
not like the interaction between the older Ishmael and 
the younger Isaac.  Our translation says that Ishmael was 
“playing with” Isaac, but the Hebrew word in this context 
could mean a variety of things. More literally, Ishmael was 
“laughing at” Isaac or taunting Issac, mocking Isaac or even 
bullying Isaac. Whatever it was she saw, Sarah did not like it. 
She had Abraham send them away.  

In the wilderness, Hagar and Ishmael are out of food and 
water. They are at the point of death.  Hagar puts the child 
under a bush and goes a distance away because she cannot 
bear to look upon the death of her son.  Hagar weeps and 
cries out in grief. God hears the voice of her son and delivers 
them both. God provides for them and promises to make 
of Ishmael a great nation.  The Arab peoples among many 
others are the descendants of Ishmael.  The compassion of 
God extends far beyond the family of Abraham and Sarah 
and their descendants. The compassion of God extends to 
the descendants of Ishmael as well.

Matthew tells us that Jesus was confronted by a Canaanite 
woman whose daughter was possessed by a demon.  She 
pleads with Jesus to heal her daughter. At first, Jesus does not 
respond.  She makes such a fuss that the disciples demand 
that Jesus send her away. Jesus tells her that he is sent only 
to the lost children of Israel.  His gifts are for them.  The 
woman challenges Jesus and says that even the dogs eat the 
bread that falls from the table.  When he sees her great faith, 
he heals her daughter.  Could it be that this foreign women 
changes Jesus?  Could it be that the faithful pleading of this 
mother enables Jesus to see that his mission is not only for 
Israel, but for all the peoples of the earth? He is to bring 
blessing and life to all.  To make the point even more boldly, 
Matthew follows the story of the healing of the Canaanite 
girl with the story of the feeding of a vast multitude.  Jesus 
has been healing people of their diseases and he sees that the 
crowds are hungry. Jesus says, “I have compassion for the 
crowd, because they have been with me now for three days 
and have nothing to eat; and I do not want to send them 
away hungry, for they might faint on the way.”  Like God 
in the wilderness with Hagar, Jesus provides for the hungry 
people.  There are no limits to divine compassion. 

Sometimes we try to restrict God’s mercy to people like 
us.  We want God to provide for our needs, but we do not 
care so much about the needs of others.  We want God to 
bless us, but we want God to be too kind to our enemies.  We 
think that we are the chosen ones out of the whole creation, 
but we forget that God has a plan for the healing of the 
nations and the reconciliation of all people.  

In our Call to Worship from Romans 8 we hear Paul speak 
of God’s plan for the transformation of all things:  “For the 
creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the 
children of God… the creation itself will be set free from its 
bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory 
of the children of God.”  

When God calls Abraham and Sarah to be a chosen 
people.  God doesn’t choose them to a live life of luxury and 
idleness. They lived as wanderers and strangers on the earth. 
God doesn’t choose them to lounge about on the First Class  
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Promenade Deck of life.  God chose them for a holy purpose. 
God chose them not just to be blessed, but to be a blessing 
to others.  Through them God will bring blessing to all the 
peoples of the earth.  In Genesis, God says to Abraham, “I 
will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will 
be a blessing… in you all the families of the earth shall be 
blessed” (Gen. 12:2, 3).  

When I served as President of the South Carolina 
Council of Churches, I remember the dismay our board 
felt when one partner denomination withdrew from the 
Council because we had issued a statement in the midst of 
the controversy over the Confederate Battle Flag. In that 
statement we spoke of all the people of South Carolina 
as children of God. The representatives of this particular 
denomination said that they could not join in supporting 
the statement because only Christians were children of 
God. The church is not an elite “members only” social club, 
but a mission minded community whose task it is to tell 
the world in word and deed of the boundless compassion 
of God. 

We wait in hope for the realization of God’s dream for 
humanity. The story of Hagar reminds us that God has a plan 
for all the peoples of the earth. God cares for and provides 
for all.  We have a part to play in that plan.  We are chosen 
in Christ for a purpose.  When we overlook, ignore and cast 
out the forgotten and vulnerable people of the earth, we are 
acting against the will and the plan of God revealed in the 
Bible.  When we hear and respond to the cries of Hagar and 
all the forgotten, suffering and despised of the earth then 
we are following in the path of the boundless compassion 
of God.  This same compassion is embodied in the life and 
ministry of Jesus. We cannot claim to follow Jesus and be 
indifferent to the cast off children of God. 

Not long after I came to be your pastor, I introduced 
you to a Sudanese woman named Mary Ruun who came to 
speak to our congregation.  The Ruun family were refugees 
from southern Sudan who had come to Columbia so that 
Mary’s husband Haruun could attend seminary and become 
a pastor.  Mary and Haruun and their five children became 
a part of our church family in Columbia. They came to us 
from a country suffering not only from violence between the 
Muslim north and the Christian south, but also from bitter 
tribal conflict. They had experienced the murder of family 
members, the destruction of their village, the dislocation 
from home, and every kind of loss and poverty. When they 
came, they had nothing from the world’s perspective, but 
they were rich in the things of God. 

Their children grew up with our children and the 
children of the church.  They taught us what courage looks 
like in the face of adversity, how faith sustains us in times 
of discouragement and depression, and how love and 
forgiveness triumph over all.  They never gave up hoping for 
that new heaven and new earth. They sacrificed so much so 
that Haruun could return to Africa to become the General 
Secretary of the New Sudan Council of Churches and then 
a Senator in the newly formed nation of South Sudan. They 
sacrificed so that their daughter could become an ambassador 
in South Sudan, their son an officer in the US Navy and their 
others sons find a places in business.  Now Mary is back in the 
Sudan. Her family is scattered around the world. Time and 
again after her return, she risked her life to improve the life 
of her people.  Through the Ruun family, our congregation 
learned to listen to the voices of the forgotten who teach us 
the boundless compassion of God.

The Confession of Behar was written by the South African 
Dutch Reformed Mission Church in 1986 in the midst of 
the struggle against Apartheid. The Confession has now 
become a part of our Book of Confessions.  The Confession 
calls us to remember the role of the church to bring about 
the reconciliation of the whole world through the boundless 
compassion of God. So I end with these words:

We believe that God has entrusted the church with the 
message of reconciliation in and through Jesus Christ; 
that the church is called to be the salt of the earth and 
the light of the world, that the church is called blessed 
because it is a peacemaker, that the church is witness 
both by word and by deed to the new heaven and the 
new earth in which righteousness dwells.  

God has entrusted this mission to us.  Amen.


