MERCY AND TRUTH

In the book of Proverbs there are many exhortations one of which we will consider and that is very appropriate to remembering the Lord Jesus: 
"let not mercy and truth forsake thee: bind them about thine neck; write them upon the table of thine heart so shalt though find favour and good understanding in the sight of God and man." Prov 3.3

To bind anything about the neck, so that it may repose the nearest possible to the heart, is to show an intensity of feeling concerning the object so placed, and its particular associations, which is of a quality quite different from any other act of devotion. Death sometimes brings to light such tokens that have no doubt been a source of inspiration and comfort to the wearer's during their lifetime, by reason, perhaps, of circumstances of which those around them have been totally unaware. The use of such a symbol, therefore, in this proverb arrests our attention, and provides food for profitable meditation; more especially when we are told that it will lead us to - "favour and good understanding in the sight of God and man. Very often, of course, people wear a common talisman or charm in this manner, merely to ally their superstition fears, or bring "good look" as they so foolishly term it: but the wisdom which we have in these proverbs is not concerned with such idle notions. This figure, very beautifully and compelling in its simplicity and significance, is used here to impress upon us the intimate regard we should have for these twin attributes of mercy and truth, "let not mercy and truth forsake the: bind them about thy neck; write them upon the table of thine heart."

Now of course it is hardly necessary to remind ourselves on an occasion such as this, that the "mercy" and "truth" here referred to are not merely the exercise of forbearance and forgiveness, and the avoidance of lying and deceit, as between man and man. That, necessarily, is included; but the terms have a much deeper spiritual significance than that. For example, it is no mere accident that these two attributes are used in such close association, not merely in this particular proverb, but in many other scriptures. It is and exhortation in itself just to read the passages in which "mercy" and "truth" are linked together; and if we go a little further, and meditate upon these verses, noting the setting in which they are used,  we find much that is both instructive and comforting.

Mercy and truth: surely those two words in themselves are an eloquent explanation of our presence before the Lord each Sunday morning. If we were limited to two words to explain our presence here with these emblems on the table before us, could we think of any more applicable and comprehensive than these, Mercy - truth. Why, apart from truth, the truth of God, every one of us would be in the same condition as the countless millions around us, who are drifting quickly and helplessly to the grave, to everlasting destruction. And, apart from mercy, divine mercy, the truth of God would be incomprehensible to us, just as it is to so many who have the truth brought to their notice, who can read these things for themselves, just as we can - but without receiving any spiritual enlightenment. Mercy and truth: we might describe them as the pillars of our faith; they support us in the word of God, the truth, that we have in our hands; and in the symbols of mercy, divine mercy, that are expressed in the bread and wine. But the teaching of this proverb clearly demonstrates that these things do not only concern us when assembled on Sunday mornings.

They should be always present with us, wherever we maybe; to be, as it were, "written upon our hearts", so that every heart throb shall be a vital reminder of the divine mercy and truth that has been extended to us, of all that has been done for us.

And what has divine mercy and truth done for us? Well, another proverb tells us that: "By mercy and truth iniquity is purged"; and so it has been in the case of every one of us here this morning. While "we were the servants of sin" the mercy of God was shown to us when the light of the truth enlightened our dark minds and we "obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine which was delivered to us"; so that, "being made free from sin, we became the servants of righteousness". Hence, in the opening words of 115th Psalm, we can each of us humbly declare: "not onto us, O Lord, not unto us, but unto thy name give glory, for thy mercy, and for thy truths sake." 
So then, by the mercy of God in making His truth known to us, in calling us to repentance and to become heirs of salvation, we are able to meet in this way, to bring these things more especially to mind by the simple act of eating bread and drinking wine, which are the spirits symbols for the broken body and poured out blood of him through whom the grace of God has been manifested. And who would deny that he, Jesus, the anointed son of God, upheld and exhibited these divine attributes of mercy and truth to a degree achieved by none other, before or since. Christ was, in fact, the living embodiment of divine mercy, the pre-eminent ambassador of divine truth; for:

"God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life." 
The world at large does not believe that; the world says, in effect, that if God exists at all, he is indifferent to the sufferings of humanity, or incapable of providing a remedy. But that is not true, it is blasphemy. God "so loved the world"; he did not love hardened sinners - sin in all its forms is abhorrent to Him; but he is compassionate and merciful, and "He is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance", and "in this was manifested the love of God toward us, because that God sent his only begotten son into the world, that we should live through him."

Divine mercy and truth can be traced all the way through the history of God's dealings with the human race; but because men have been heedless and wilful, because mercy and truth have not been their treasured possessions, "bound about the neck and written upon the table of their heart", God has allowed them to drift, outside the sound and influence of His truth and His mercy; so that generation has followed generation almost in complete ignorance of the Creator and his intentions. But the spirit of truth never wastes words, and we see here that the proverb of which we are speaking is not directed to those who always have been outside the influence of divine mercy and truth. The exhortation is: "let not mercy and truth forsake thee", therefore, obviously, the application is particularly to those who, being enlightened by the truth of God, have been vessels of his mercy. And there is also a clear indication here that, because we have been so favoured, we dare not presume upon the privilege. If we hold these things lightly in our esteem they will easily forsake us, not because divine mercy and truth are inconsistent, but because they cannot possibly co-exist in a state of mind that is out of harmony with divine things. 
In another proverb it is declared: "do they not err that devise evil? But mercy and truth shall be to them that device good." Clearly then, we need to have a constant awareness of the mercy and truth to which we are related through Jesus Christ, to keep them closely bound about our neck and written upon our heart, so that every heartbeat shall be an impulse to "devise good" in the fear and love of God, for, as declared in the 85th and 89th Psalms: "surely His salvation is nigh to them that fear Him" (psalm 85); "justice and judgment are the establishment of His throne; mercy and truth shall go before Him" (Psalm 89); which thought prompts the Psalmist to exclaim:

"blessed are the people that know the joyful sound. They shall walk, O Lord, in the light of Thy countenance; in Thy name shall they rejoice, and in Thy righteousness shall they be exalted."

It is through the mercy of God, and the blessings of His truth, that we are now assembled in this way; but we are all very susceptible to our immediate surroundings and circumstances, so that when we go about our daily affairs once more our thoughts are easily diverted from these things, and unless they are engraved very deeply in our heart they escape our notice until some thing arises to bring them particularly to mind, or the time comes round again for us to meet in this accustomed manner. We cannot "write these things upon the table of our heart" only by attending for an hour or so once a week around these emblems. This weekly observance certainly has every considerable influence in the right direction, more influence doubtless than anything else we do for the same purpose; but it certainly is not sufficient to counteract the evil influences with which most of us have to be in contact during the remainder of the week; or rather, not "most" of us, but "all" of us, because, whether we come into close contact with the world or not, we all have those evil propensities within us which quickly submerge any good we may have, unless we take positive steps to prevent it. 
It is necessary then, - it is absolutely vital - that the good influence of our attendance at these meetings should be supplemented by the readings of God's word, and by talking to one another about these things as often as we have opportunity, so as to keep our minds from becoming monopolised by the matters that demand so much of our daily attention, and so that our faith may not become dim nor our hopes turn to indifference.

In the mercy of God the effects of His truth has separated us from the world in away which nothing else could do, and we are reminded of this in the Book of Numbers, concerning the law of the Nazarites, to whom we are closely related in type. The name "Nazarite" denotes separation, and from the details given in the 6th chapter of Numbers we learn that the conditions imposed upon those who were thus separated were very clearly defined, and had to be strictly observed, otherwise their vows of separation were ineffectual. A Nazarite was one who separated or consecrated himself to God by a vow; and this of course is the position of all the children of God. We are all, in this sense, Nazarites, or separated ones. We have been called through the Gospel, to be children of God; and, having thankfully responded, we have come out from the world and become a separate people unto God. Although still in the world, we are not "of" it; we are a peculiar people, who have given heed to the commandment, "come out from among them, and be ye separate, and touch not the unclean thing". And in our case, the prohibitions of our Nazariteship are for a period, not of 30 or 100 days, (as was usually the case with the Nazarites of old), but for the whole period from the time of our separation to the end of our mortal probation, whether that be by death, or by the second coming of Christ. 
In this condition of separateness, the brethren and sisters of Christ are exhorted to abstain from all appearance of evil, which by experience we know includes many things which may not in themselves be harmful, yet have evil associations, or which, like strong drink, tend to obscure clear spiritual vision, and to compromise that separateness which is such an essential part of our relationship to God through Christ. The Nazarite was not to partake of the fruit of the vine in any shape or form; but it is obvious from the testimony of Christ and the apostles that this does not imply a literal application to our own circumstances. The fruit of the vine, like so many other good things of the Earth, can be, and alas, is, sadly abused by a degenerate human nature, but in its right use it is spoken of as one of the blessings of creation. Therefore we must look deeper for the spiritual significance of this prohibition in the case of the Nazarite in days gone by, if we are to apply the lesson correctly to our own circumstances.

The vine, as we know, is frequently used in the scriptures to define the nation of Israel, both in their good and evil aspects. And again, in the Apocalypse, we remember that the vine is used as a symbol of this present evil world; and there we have brought before us the picture of Christ coming in judgment, having in his hands as sharp sickle, with which he gathers the clusters of the vine of the earth, which are cast into the great winepress of the wrath of God. We think also of the Roman harlot who is depicted as having in her hand a cup, the wine in which has intoxicated the nation's to their destruction. The vine of the earth is to be uprooted and utterly destroyed; and those who have been made drunken by it will suffer a like fate. Hence comes the lesson to us of strict separateness from all the evil works of darkness, the avoidance of every appearance of evil, during all the days of our separation, lest we be overtaken by the same punishment. After the days of his separation, however, the Nazarite was permitted to partake of the fruit of the vine, which at once brings to our mind those glowing pictures that we know so well, of the redeemed in their future glory, as foretold by the prophets, in which the fruit of the vine plays its part in the gladness and rejoicing of the Saints that will then abound. In that day, when the Nazariteship of the saints has ended, they will no longer be called upon to abstain from worldly distractions and abuses, because righteousness will fill the earth, and everything will be done to the glory of God. Then indeed it will be true that: "mercy and truth are met together: righteousness and peace have kissed each other."

Another of the conditions of Nazariteship is not so obvious in its meaning, and in fact there have been various interpretations of it. Contrary to custom, he was to allow the hair of his head to grow, and not to be cut or trimmed in any way. It will be remembered that the apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthians: "doth not even nature itself teach you that if a man have longer hair, it is a shame unto him." but the Nazarite had to disregard the usual custom, and was commanded thus to give outward evidence of his separation. He would therefore, by obedience to this command, be rendered peculiar, or distinct; and apart perhaps from personal discomfort, would possibly be exposed to shame, contempt, and ridicule by the Godless and profane. This would be a trial of faith and obedience by which, as a true Nazarite, he must remain unmoved from his steadfastness. He would remember that his "peculiarity" was only of temporary duration and that at the end of the days of his separation, that which caused the shame was to be destroyed - his hair would be cut and the hair burnt, so that the shame would no longer exist. But the result of his period of abstinence and restraint would be that he would be spiritually strengthened and uplifted. The parallel in our own case, as saints, people set apart, is obvious, is it not? If we are faithful to our vows, and obedient to the commands of him to whom we have made those vows, then, in the eyes of the world, we shall inevitably appear conspicuous and peculiar, objects sometimes of ridicule, shame, and contempt.

And then again, the Nazarite was forbidden to defile himself by the dead. Well, in our case, who are the dead? Are not all who are unrelated to the hope of Israel, dead in trespasses and sins? But even accidental contact with the dead was regarded as a defilement of the Nazarite. The violation of the vow was only avoided by bringing certain offerings and seeking the services of the priest to make atonement for him. Here again, the application to our own position is obvious. The circumstances in which we are placed, and the weakness of the human nature which we possess, render it impossible for us to entirely avoid defilement. Every one of us shares the disability to which the apostle Paul confessed: "when I would do good, evil is present with me." We have to be always watchful to avoid contamination by the world; there must be no wilful sin, neither must we persist in evil doing. But when we do fall, there is a means of forgiveness, through Christ, who - "if we confess our sins, is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness." Thus, if we are overtaken in a fault, and we all are, time and time again, we have hope and consolation in the means provided for our cleansing and forgiveness. The emblems of Christ’s sufering remind us how this has been made possible in the mercy of God and in fulfilment of his truth.
For the Nazarite it was stipulated that, "according to the vow which he vowed, so he must do after the law of his separation"; and by this weekly observance we are reminded of the vows of separation that we have made. On these occasions we call to mind the harrowing details of that darkest night in all the world's history, when the sinless Son of God, the saviour of mankind, was betrayed for the 30 paltry pieces of silver by a one of his closest companions, whose name has ever since been synonymous with the grossest treachery - Judas. Surely since that night, human speech has had no more offensive epithet than Judas. And yet, knowing full well the loathsome treachery of one of his closest companions, our dear Lord pursued his loving ministrations to the end. He ministered not only to those who were assembled with him in that upper room at Jerusalem, but kindled a flame of devotion which, through all the dark and godless ages that have intervened between that tragic night and this present moment, has never been extinguished. In this that we are now about to do we have an unbroken and unbreakable link with the events that often are spoken of mistakenly as "culminating in Calvary", but which really have not yet reached their finality. Truly, for Christ, the suffering has passed, but the glory in all its fullness yet remains to be revealed.

The eating of bread and drinking of wine links us with the past and the future. It declares our relationship to those covenants of promise which Christ sealed with his own blood, and also speaks of the day when, if we continue faithful to our vows, we shall "eat and drink at his table in his kingdom". If we neglect this observance, or esteem it lightly, we let mercy and truth forsake us; we forget our high and holy calling; we break our vows; and like the Nazarite of old, the days of our separation are lost. It was "with desire" that our Lord partook of that last supper with his disciples; and if, with true discernment, we value the truth and realise the mercy we have received, then it will be with desire that we shall do this in remembrance of him. 
It will be "with desire" that, in world which is so alluring and sociable, we shall preserve the separation to which we have been called in Christ; it will be "with desire" that we shall be conspicuous for self sacrifice rather than self- indulgence; it will be "with desire" that we shall be different from the multitudes of the unthankful and ungodly amongst whom we have to live for the time being. Mere formal compliance is not sufficient, and in the end can only result in that luke warmness for which the Leodiceans were so sternly rebuked, there must be desire, a real urge. Thus by regularly meeting at the table of our Lord and centering our thoughts upon the imperishable truths and infinite mercy to which these emblems testify, we stimulate that desire, and keep in constant view that day of rewards that is soon coming, when Christ returned shall be enthroned in Zion and 10,000 times 10,000 immortal voices shall proclaim: 
"Worthy is the lamb that was slain at, to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing."

The apostle Paul especially exhorts us to also examine ourselves and it will help to bring our position very clearly into focus if we each one put to ourselves the question: 
"will my voice help to swell that mighty volume of sweet melody which will ascend to God in praise and thanksgiving for his mercy and his truth?”

We can indeed everlastingly rejoice if we but reach out to it now in these days of opportunity.

May it prove true of each one of us when our Lord appears - that we have not let mercy and truth forsake us; that we have bound them about our neck; and written them upon the table of our heart.
(1962, PLH)







