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Have you ever tried to explain chivalry to someone? Sure, it’s not too hard to give examples of 

chivalrous acts, or to say that something is not chivalrous—but to actually define it? Or how 

about machismo? Defining cultural values is notoriously difficult due to their many facets. 

Oftentimes, what they entail just goes without saying, and outsiders are left trying to piece the 

puzzle together.  

One of the most important cultural values to an ancient Israelite was Hesed, a concept that 

permeates all meaningful relationships throughout Scripture, and like any cultural value, it is a 

bit difficult to put a finger on how exactly to define it. Debates swirl on exactly what Hesed 

means, a fact reflected in the various ways it is translated in English Bible, including 

lovingkindness (NAS), mercy (NIV), kindness (KJV/NKJV), or steadfast love (ESV).  

Hesed seems to encompass two main concepts. The first is the idea of mercy, which is actually 

how it was rendered in the first translation of the Hebrew into Greek centuries before Christ. The 

idea of mercy is best seen in the thirty-two uses in the prophets, where Yahweh continues to 

faithfully love Israel despite her continually walking away from Him. “I hid my face from you 

for a moment, in the flowing of anger, but I will have compassion on you with Hesed says your 

Redeemer, Yahweh” (Is. 54:8). However, there are a few uses which don’t seem to match strictly 

with the idea of mercy. For instance, out of Yahweh’s Hesed He “struck down mighty Kings” 

(Ps. 136:18): an act of kindness for Israel, but certainly not one for the vanquished kings. It is 

thus best to understand Hesed not just as mercy or kindness in general but rather these in the 

context of God’s covenantal relationship with Israel. Some point this out and note that Hesed 

probably means obligation more than mercy, in that within a covenant one party is obligated to 

show kindness to the other. Perhaps it would be best then to allow Yahweh Himself to define: 

And Yahweh passed over before [Moses], and He proclaimed, “Yahweh, Yahweh, God, who is 

compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding with Hesed and faithfulness, keeping 

Hesed to the thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but He does not leave sin 

utterly unpunished” (Ex. 34:6-7) 

Does Hesed mean mercy, or obligation to relationship? Yes! What would we expect but that 

God, being by nature merciful and kind, would indeed make merciful and kind relationships? 

God does not show kindness to His people merely out of obligation, reluctantly fulfilling some 

duty, but rather Yahweh promised to be kind to His people, and God is always faithful to His 

promises. This faithfulness, Hebrews 6:19 tells us, is an anchor for our soul. No matter what His 

people did, even in times when He had to punish them, His faithful, loyal love never departed 

from them. When Yahweh spoke the words quoted above, it was right after Israel had rejected 

Him in favor of a golden calf!  

The implications of Yahweh’s Hesed are most thoroughly reflected on in Psalm 136, where each 

line ends with “for His faithful, loyal love endures forever.” God is good to His people because 

of His Hesed. He does great and mighty things for them because of His faithful, loyal love. Out 

of faithful, loyal love, He rescued them, provides for them.  



The faithful, loyal love of Yahweh is a pattern for our human relationships as well (for instance, 

Hesed is used within the context of the marriage covenant; Gen. 20:13, Hos. 2:19), as we should 

strive for our human interactions to be loyally loving and merciful by nature (Job 6:14, Mic. 6:8), 

choosing to be longsuffering and showing mercy and kindness first. 

Let your faithful, loyal love be upon us, O Yahweh, for we hope in you. ~Psalm 33:22 

 

  

 


