The Book of Acts: A Church That Meets Needs
Intro:

Many of your remember the introductory sermon I did two months ago. I described why the Jesus movement literally changed the world, beginning in Jerusalem, to Judea and Samaria and to all the world:  (Acts 1:8)  These were my six points:

1. Early on it was the incomparable zeal and personal conviction of those who had

    personally known Jesus of Nazareth and those directly influenced by these witnesses.

2. Add to this the powerful truth-claims related to fulfilled prophecies, miracles and the 

    resurrection.

As the immediacy of the events faded and as these influences naturally were reduced somewhat as well, why did the church continue its exponential growth?   These two alone were not enough for Christianity to conquer the Pagan religions and Greek philosophy.
3. Because of the obvious and inescapable moral/ethical superiority of the adherents to

    this growing Christian movement.

4. Because, the Christians won the day, even in the intellectual arena with the Stoics, 

    Pythagoreans, Epicurians and Neoplatonist philosophers.  Christianity answered the
    answers that thinking people ask far better than any other world view out there.

5. The church offered meaning, purpose and dignity for both poor and rich, for both the 
    intellectual and the uneducated. It offered these to male and female alike, to poor and 

    rich alike, to slave and free alike and to Greek and barbarian alike.  The Church met 

    the unmet needs of all people. This was something the philosophers and mystery 

    religions simply did not do. 
6. Because it is the truth and God was behind this movement.  That will be next week.
We need to get out there and meet needs of one another and of the hurting in the world.   The church in the first century primarily met needs in the fellowship, but by the second century this was very different.

In the Church slaves were treated as of equal importance with masters.

In the church the poor were treated with equal dignity as the wealthy (James 2)

In the Church, women were given dignity not given to them by any of the pagan religions or by the society.  (Lydia, Pricilla, Tabitha)

Acts 2:44-45   All the believers were together and had everything in common.  Selling…

Acts 3:1-10   Silver and gold we do not have, but what we have we will give.   In the name of Jesus, get up and walk.   What a testimony.   We do not have much but what we have we will freely give.

Acts 4:32-35   All needs were met.

Acts 5:12-16     Meeting needs, healing.

Lindsey Dominguez   His Bible group decided to not just go out and help homeless people, they decided to start a program which will impact the community. Used Acts 5 as an example. Submitted paperwork.  Feb started an emergency pop-up overnight shelter for transitional age youth 18-25.   One company comes and does legal services and portable showers.  Department of health gives shots.  Another group does sex trafficking advocacy.  Got a mini-grant from SDCOC HOPE.   Another brother invested privately in the work.   4000 pairs of socks $25/pair  anti-microbial double-padded, double-stitched.  Trying now to start two businesses to employ homeless youth.  One involves building aeroponic towers.  Mike Lester is helping by consulting to build the towers.  Have a property donation from Osibodus in Pomerado.
Acts 9:36-38.  Tabitha “was always doing good and helping the poor.”

Acts10:2  Cornelius “gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly.”

Galatians 2:10  “All they [the apostles] asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I had been eager to do all along.”

Gal 6:10  Let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers.

The late first-century bishop, Clement of Rome wrote, “Let the presbyters [elders] be compassionate and merciful to everyone—bringing back those who wander, visiting all the sick, and not neglecting the widow, the orphan, or the poor.” The second-century Greek apologist, Aristides, wrote that Christians “do not turn away their care from widows, and they deliver the orphan from anyone who treats him harshly.” The second-century Christian work Shepherd of Hermas noted, “Therefore, instead of lands, buy afflicted souls, according as each one is able. And visit widows and orphans.”
A good example of incomparable Christian behavior and its effects on pagans is provided by the events surrounding the great plague which struck Egypt in the 250s.  Eusebius tells us, quoting from Dionysius of Alexandria
 that “most of our brethren, by their exceeding great love and brotherly affection, not sparing themselves, and adhering to one another, were constantly superintending the sick, ministering to their wants without fear and without cessation, and healing them in Christ, have departed most sweetly with them.”  He reports that elders and deacons joined in the work; many sacrificing their lives in order to care for the sick, both among the Christians and the pagans.  They risked their lives to give a decent burial to all alike.  “Among the heathen it was the direct reverse.  They both repelled those who began to be sick, and avoided their dearest friends.  They would cast them out into the roads half dead, or throw them when dead without burial.”  Although many Christians died in this manner, in the long run the church in Alexandria actually grew faster than before, both because the disciples had a greater survival rate because of the care received and because of the wonderful example of the Christian lifestyle to the heathen.  

The first hospitals in the world were Christian churches.

In the first three centuries, especially in Greek cultures, pagans would expose special-needs children to the elements.
Christians would find them, adopt them and raise them in their homes.

In the second century we have record of bishops telling their members to stop spending so much money freeing slaves and helping those in prison because they were impoverishing themselves.

Julian the Apostate:

Julian “the apostate.”   (332-363) Reviving pagan religion
“Atheism (i.e. Christian faith) has been specially advanced through the loving service rendered to strangers, and through their care for the burial of

the dead. It is a scandal that there is not a single Jew who is a beggar, and that the godless Galileans care not only for their own poor but for ours as well; while those who belong to us look in vain for the help that we should render them.”
Think of all the things that we have that are the direct result of Christianity and the life of Jesus.   Without Christianity:

Slavery would be rampant throughout the world.   Look at the work of William Wilberforce.
We would not have science.    Roger Bacon, Copernicus, etc.
Women would be abused and considered objects or property.

The concept of human rights (based on the idea of individual human dignity) would not be recognized.

But here is the question for us as the SDCOC.  Where are at in this regard?
Part II   Suffering: a human problem.

Our response to suffering depends on our world-view.

Hindu, Buddhist, Stoic.   This world is an illusion (maya).  Suffering is an illusion.  Avoid suffering by escaping from this world.   This will explain a lot about those societies.

Buddhism:  The goal is dispassion.

Atheism.   USSR 20 million.  China  30 million  Pol Pot 2 million    The individual does not matter, so suffering is not important.

Muslim.   Fate.  It is God’s will.  There is nothing I can or should do about it.

Inshallah

Christian:   Suffering is not evil, but our response to suffering is to demonstrate compassion.

Let’s talk about the problem of suffering:

The Christian Response:  Compassion

Jeremiah 22:15-16  Does it make you a king to have more and more cedar?  Did not your father have food and drink?  He did what was right and just, so all went well with him.  He defended the cause of the poor and needy, and so all went well.  Is that not what it means to know me?  Declares the Lord.

Note:  not just helping them, but defending their cause.

James 1:27     Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this:  to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.

Isaiah 58:6-7   Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke?

Micah 6:8   He has shown you, oh man, what is good, ad what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.This world is very real and God cares about suffering.  
Here is the question:   What is your response to suffering?

What am I willing to do about suffering?   And about the needy in general
Am I making a difference?

Am I part of the solution?

If you want to know God’s response to suffering, look at Jesus!!! 
 John 11:35 Jesus wept.  
Matthew 23:37  O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.

Let’s work on physical suffering, but emotional suffering is far more devastating.

What not to do:

1.  Teach people to avoid suffering.

2. Tell people suffering is good for them.   Do not pull out Romans 8:28   All things….
3. Tell people (only) to pray about it.

4. Tell people it is their fault. (Job)

What to do:

Like Job, live with integrity despite your own suffering.

Empathy.  Our suffering will allow us to help others come to Christ, and to alleviate suffering in general.

People do not want answers, they want understanding/empathy.

Poverty:  Help those who are in poverty
Prevent accidents

Act in an environmentally responsible way.
Help stop crime.   Join a program which fights sex trafficking.
Fight addiction.  Volunteer for an addiction program.
Spend time with aging people

Help an illegal alien find justice.

If you are young, consider a serving career: medical research, missionary nursing, counseling
Final passage:

Matt 9:36-38    Compassion:  bring them to church.   Jesus had the most amazing ministry of compassion in history.
Besides, what is the most effective thing we can do to reduce suffering in this world?  It is to help a person to become a Christian.
So, let us go back to the Book of Acts.   Acts 5:12-16
LS and suffering.

Hebrews 2:14-18

Since the children have flesh and blood, he, too, shared in their humanity so that by his death he might break the power of him who holds the power of death—that is the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham’s descendants. For this reason he had to be made like them in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.
Hebrews 4:14-16
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. 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.  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.

� Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, VII, 22,1-10.





