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Giving What We Have

Introduction:

Open your Bibles with me to Acts 3:1-16.  In our study of the Book of Acts, we have been noting how that the risen Jesus continues his work through the disciples, empowered by the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:1).  No where is this more evident than in our text for today.  As Luke writes the account of Peter’s healing the lame man, no doubt he reflected on the way Jesus healed the lame during his earthly ministry.  This healing in our text is a specific example of the “many wonders and miraculous signs” that were done by the apostles in this first church (Acts 2:43).  And we will also note how that, just as on the Day of Pentecost, when Peter seizes the opportunity to preach to the multitude captivated by the church’s miracle of speaking in all languages, Peter now uses the attention caused by this healing miracle to preach to another great crowd.  

Follow as I read Acts 3:1-16.
When we study the Acts of the Apostles, we are confronted with the issue of signs and wonders and are forced to reflect on the question of miracles in the church today.  Are signs and wonders, what we call miracles, indeed for today?  It does seem, on one hand, that God works in unique ways throughout the history of his people, both in the Old and the New Covenant times.  Some periods are filled with miraculous signs, whereas other time periods seem to involve fewer outward signs of God’s power.  Even in the Book of Acts alone, there seems to be a diminishing role on the part of miracles as the gospel expands and the church becomes more firmly established.  However, what we must not do is place a limit on our expectations of how God may chose to work.  In fact, we may indeed expect that in the very last days before the glorious return of the Lord, we may expect another outpouring of the Spirit with manifestations of unusual power (as prophesied in Joel 2:28-32, and referred to in Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2:17-21).  

As I think about the apparent scarcity of miraculous signs in our time and in the context of our ministry I am tempted to think that we can expect less of God or that we should think that God expects less of us.  But the truth that seems to come from our text for today is, our responsibility is to let God use what he has entrusted to us and believe that he is able to take what we have and use it for his glory and the good of his kingdom.   Peter and John gave to the crippled beggar what they had, which God used for the beggar’s good and for God’s own glory.  We must believe that God has given us resources that we likewise are to use for the good of other and the glory of God.  I don’t want to limit what God can do with me and how he might work through the resources that are at my disposal.  
One of the most sobering passages in the entire Bible is that account of Jesus’ going to his home town, where he even worked a few of his “miraculous powers.”  The people “took offence at him” and by their unbelief they limited what Jesus would have done for them.  The gospel account says, “And he (Jesus) did not do many miracles there because of their lack of faith” (Matthew 13:58).  

We must be on guard against the sin of unbelief that might limit what Jesus can and will do among a people of openness and faith.  But the place for us to begin is not to try to discern how Jesus is going to work, with or without outwardly miraculous power; but our part is to simply trust him to work in whatever way he chooses.  As did Peter and John, we are called to give in his service whatever he allows us to give and then trust that he will use it in ways that do good to others and give him the glory.
One thing that is crystal clear in Scripture is that God is not limited by our lack of resources, but only by our unwillingness to give what we have to him.  There is no more powerful illustration of this than the widow who gave her “ridiculously” generous and sacrificial offering.  It simply didn’t make sense that she should give “all she had to live on” (Luke 21:4).  Yet, Jesus accepted and honored her gift, which was an act of faith and trust in God’s provision.  It also teaches us that what Jesus requires is faith and trust that cause us to give him our all.  Jesus takes what we give and multiplies it, just as he did the little boy’s five loaves of bread and two fish (John 6:1ff).  
As we look into our text, we note that we can all give, as did Peter and John…
· Our attention to the needy (verses 1-5)

The outstanding thing we see in these first five verses is the attention that Peter and John gave to the crippled beggar.  They were on their way to the afternoon prayer meeting in the temple when the beggar asked them for money.  This was such an ordinary custom and the beggar had become a customary fixture beside the gate opening the way to the temple courts.  Handicapped people, who were unemployable otherwise, were expected to live off of the generosity of others.  And the best place for the crippled man to ask for alms was the place where the religious, who were expected to give alms, would be—the entrance into the temple courts.  You and I have been encountered by beggars, who often “hang out” in the entrances of church buildings and cathedrals, where they would be met by passing tourists and those entering the churches to pray.  These religious and more affluent people represent the most promising prospects as donors.  
We can imagine that most of the people hardly glanced at the beggar, even if they tossed him a fairly generous contribution.  Like the priest and the Levite in Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan, religious leaders who didn’t want to be late for the appointed hour of afternoon prayer, often the religiously devout are likely to overlook the needy.  It was the unexpected and unlikely Samaritan who gave attention to the man who had been beaten and left for dead (Luke 10:25ff).  Thus, Jesus indicated that the Samaritan was the one who gave evidence of having eternal life.  And Peter and John, filled with the Holy Spirit, who had come upon them on the Day of Pentecost, serve as our examples in giving attention to…
· Those that God places in our way,
In our culture, where usually social welfare is available to the needy, we are a bit more cautious about professional beggars and panhandlers.  Often, we see adults exploiting children by using them as sympathy “props” on the sidewalks of the city.  And too often those who beg are working for behind the scenes bosses who exploit them for their own profit.  The danger often is, knowing how many are exploiting the system and even abusing children, we can ignore or become hardened to opportunities to minister to those that God places in our way.

As did Peter and John, we too need to be alert to those that God places in our way, in our normal traffic patterns as well as in the usual experiences and serendipities of everyday life.  It’s amazing how that, when we are walking in step with the Spirit of God, we are more alert and attentive to people and it seems that God makes people cross our paths at the right moment.  We need to be aware of the fact that God takes the initiative even toward the most unlikely of people.  The prophet pictures this initiative of God when he says,

“I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me; I was found by those who did not seek me” (Isaiah 65:1).
I think it’s important that we look for people that God places in our path, in the normal “traffic patterns,” such as the stores, shops and other places we frequent in our normal routines.  If we believe in God’s sovereignty, we know it’s no accident that he brings these people into contact with us.  It was because we developed an acquaintance with a certain clerk in the grocery store that we were able to share a witnessing visit in her home following the death of her brother.  And God gives these opportunities if we will be alert to them.  One young lady has become a friend of Nancy and me (and even has visited our Alpha class) since the day in my Dutch class last year she borrowed money from me to pay her class fee.  One of our IBC members a few years ago was reading a Christian book on the Metro when a lady asked him about the book.  As a result, he invited her and here family to worship with us, which they did for a while.  She continues to receive the witness of the gospel through one of our members, who meets with her for lunch in their workplace cafeteria.  When we walk in the Spirit, as no doubt did Peter and John, God will place people in our way…
· who have a genuine need,
Everyone has some kind of need, yet God places people in our pathway who have needs that he is preparing to meet.  Peter and John saw this beggar as more than a handicapped mortal, but rather as an immortal soul that could be transformed by the power of God.  In the words of CS Lewis, “There are no mere mortals,” but everyone we see is a candidate for either everlasting glory as a child of God or a candidate to become like the devil himself in everlasting separation from God (From his sermon of the same title as his book, The Weight of Glory).
Jesus’ compassion was based upon his ability to see people as God sees them, as lost sheep without a shepherd and unprepared to face God’s judgment (Matthew 9:36; Mark 6:34; Luke 19:41).  So we must learn to see people, who have a need even beyond their felt needs…
· and require our undivided attention
Peter and John did not consider this man as an interruption to their routine or as interference in their prayer schedule or ministry.  In fact, this man became their ministry.  Instead of an interruption he was an opportunity for Jesus to work through them.  Notice that “Peter looked straight at him, as did John” (verse 4).  They were prepared to invest in this man whatever was needed and to see what Jesus might want to do through them.  We too must believe that whomever God sends our way, either in our individual walk or as a church, those people are worth our undivided attention as we “look straight at (them)” (verse 4).  
I’m always amazed, as I read the gospels, at Jesus’ “time management,” even without the benefit of a Blackberry, or even a PC or a mobile phone!  In fact, not only did he not have an appointments secretary, but he rebuked the disciples when they tried to protect his busy agenda from the interference of little children (Matthew 19:13ff).  Jesus’ three and a half years of public ministry were completely filled with meaningful encounters, miracle-working, conversations, sermons and teaching and training his disciples.  Yet he never seemed to be in a hurry and he always had time for people.  The only explanation seems to be that he was always in step with the Spirit and living each moment in the will and under the direction of the sovereign and heavenly Father.  
We too must live in step with the Spirit and follow Jesus and look for him in others, and not hide ourselves behind the façade of our religious devotion and rituals.

Henri Nouwen tells the story of “a young fugitive, trying to hide himself from the enemy,” who “entered a small village.  The people were kind to him and offered him a place to stay.  But when the soldiers who sought the fugitive asked where he was hiding, everyone became fearful.  The soldiers threatened to burn the village and kill every man in it unless the young man were handed over to them before dawn.  The people went to the minister and asked him what to do.  The minister, torn between handing the boy over to the enemy or having his people killed, withdrew to his room and read his Bible, hoping to find an answer before dawn.  After many hours, in the early morning, his eyes fell on these words:  ‘It is better that one man dies than that the whole people be lost.’

“Then, continues Nouwen,”the minister closed the Bible, called the soldiers and told them where the boy was hidden.  And after the soldiers led the fugitive away to be killed, there was a feast in the village because the minister had saved the lives of the people.  But the minister did not celebrate.  Overcome with deep sadness, he remained in his room.  That night an angel came to him, and asked, ‘What have you done?’  He said, ‘I handed over the fugitive to the enemy.’  Then the angel said: ‘But don’t you know that you have handed over the Messiah?’  ‘How could I know?’ the minister replied anxiously.  Then the angel said: ‘If, instead of reading your Bible, you had visited this man just once and looked into his eyes, you would have known’” 

As did Peter and John, we must look straight at the people we see, whom God places in our path.  And we just might see Jesus in them and the opportunity to bring Jesus to them.  We need to realize how we can miss seeing Jesus in others, even by doing good things like Bible reading when Jesus wants us to pay attention to the presence of Jesus in the lives of others.  In his parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus caricatured the priest and the Levite as religiously devoted people who were too caught up in their religious routine to see the opportunity to minister to the dying man.  Our Bible reading and worship should lead us to deeper involvement with people and should never be used as a retreat from people.
And as did Peter and John so we too can give…
· Our assistance to the needy (verses 6-10)

In the next section of our text we see Peter and John giving assistance to the beggar.  As they did so, they exceeded the…
· Expectations of the needy,
The crippled man had expectations that were tied to his many years of begging—a financial contribution.  And this was a legitimate expectation on his part, since it was the responsibility of the Jewish community to give alms to the needy.  And people today, and not only beggars, have expectations of us as Christians.  Maybe some of these are legitimate.  We are to be caring and generous toward the needy.  And this charity begins in the household of God, as we saw in the example of this first church (Acts 2:44f).  The people of God were willing and even eager to share their possessions with those in need.  This is part of our witness to the world, that we love one another and do so in tangible and practical ways that will be noticed by the world (John 13:34-35).  
But we should not think of the needy only as the handicapped and indigent with their material and financial needs.  The world looks to the church to meet their emotional, social, and spiritual needs, even though they may not be able or ready to articulate those needs.  Some of the expectations of the church are valid and some maybe are misplaced and misled.  The church is not there to service the world according to its expectations of entertainment or personal therapy that makes the world feel less guilty for sin.  Our purpose is not to help people feel better about themselves but to enable them to become better people, that is, people who honor God through transformed lives.  

Just a few days ago a friend of mine in the USA sent me a web site that has a video of a contemporary “seeker-friendly” church that, for a call to “worship,” had a “cowboy” singing “I’ve Got Friends in Low Places,” which is a ballad about a rejected lover who drowns his sorrow with a binge of drinking whiskey and beer with his “low-life” friends.  The so-called evangelical church is teaching the world to expect the church to use its kind of entertainment to lure them into the “Christian fold.”  
What this church has done is lower the world’s expectations; but the world needs to be able to expect more from us—something that will lift them up, which is exactly what Peter and John do for this crippled man.  The world needs to know that the church has a better offer for them than does the world.
As we see in the experience of Peter and John, the world has expectations…
· versus what we have to offer
Perhaps the first response of the beggar was to be disappointed.  The crippled beggar expected money but Peter said, “Silver and gold I do not have, but what I have I give you.”  Peter, like the other apostles, probably depended on the support of the church to meet their material needs.  In fact, they may well have been on the receiving end of the generous sharing of the church that we saw in Acts 2:44f.  But in fact, the beggar was to soon discover that Peter and John had something much better than the world could offer him.
Like Peter and John, we do have something to offer, whatever our financial/material circumstances.  We may have silver and gold, i.e., money, which God would have us give to assist the needy.  This is not a text against giving our finances and our possessions to help the needy.  Some would interpret this text to mean that we should help people only spiritually, when in fact Peter helped the man physically, first of all.  And the example that Jesus gave of a grace-saved life, that of the Good Samaritan, involved his giving financially and practically to assist the man who had been beaten and robbed (Luke 10:25ff).  If we do have silver and gold, i.e. money, we are responsible to help those that God places in our way for ministry.  
But whatever our circumstances and whatever needy person God places before us, we are indeed responsible to share the most important thing we can share—a personal, life-changing relationship with Jesus Christ.  The most urgent need may be material or physical and unless we show concern for alleviating those needs people will not believe our concern for their spiritual needs, which we know to be more important.  

What is important in our text is that Peter and John basically offered to this man Jesus, in his healing power.  Peter didn’t just tell him that God loved him and had a wonderful plan for his life.  He is an example to us how that, in assisting the needy we must offer…
· Our personal involvement,
Peter acknowledged that his power and authority to help the man was “In the name of Jesus,” which means from the very person of Jesus (verse 6).  Peter was speaking as the representative of Jesus, who was in actuality continuing his ministry through the instrumentality of Simon Peter.  As Jesus’ representative, Peter took the crippled man by the hand and helped him up (verse 7).  What we have to offer the world is Jesus, but Jesus works through us as his instruments and he requires of us our personal involvement in the lives of others.  
I was told in my seminary pastoral care class that what people in the hospitals want is a touch from the hand of the visiting pastor or layman.  They feel disconnected from the outside world and a long hospital stay can be somewhat dehumanizing.  A touch reassures them of their humanity and also communicates to them your connection with them as a fellow human being.  But I see also that we have the opportunity to represent to them the person of Jesus Christ, who works through his servants who join him on mission (John 12:26).  

And when we give what we have, we also minister to Jesus as we minister to “the least of these brothers of (his)” (Matthew 25:40).  When get personally involved in meeting the needs of others, and touch those in need, we actually encounter the person of Jesus.  This was what Mother Teresa of Calcutta called “bringing joy to the suffering heart of Jesus” (pages 54ff, Come Be My Light: The Private Writings of the ‘Saint of Calcutta,’ Brian Kolodiejhuk, MC).  
As he used Peter, so Jesus today uses us in ways…
· that results in a mighty work of God
As Peter lifted the cripple, this man who had been congenitally lame instantly was given strength in his ankles and began to jump and walk as he praised God for his miraculous healing.  The truth in our text is that when we give to the Lord Jesus what we have, he uses it to work powerfully in the lives of others.  The key is that we walk in step with Jesus and live and serve in the fullness of his power.  Even though the hand that gripped the man was Peter’s, the power that healed the cripple was Christ’s (from John RW Stott, page 91, Acts: The Spirit, the Church and the World). 

The truth is, apart from Christ and the power and working of the Holy Spirit, we have nothing unique or of lasting value to offer the world.  I’m not discrediting or minimizing the importance of charitable contributions.  But we all know that all sorts of charities exist, even here in Belgium.  Just last week I bought some waffles I certainly don’t need just because some neighbor kids were selling them for a charitable cause.  We ought to care for the physical and material needs of others.  We as Christians should concern ourselves with the needy around us and those who are suffering around the world while we in the west consume far more than our share of the world’s resources.  

But we should never forget that the greatest gift we can offer the world is Jesus.  He is the one who lifts people from death to life and makes us whole.  I believe that as Luke wrote this about Peter’s lifting the cripple to health, he thought of the account he wrote of how Jesus took the hand of Jairus’ dead daughter and spoke to her, “My child, get up!” (Luke 8:54). The lifting up of the dead girl to life and the lifting up of the cripple to wholeness and health is a picture of the resurrection of Jesus himself.  And the risen Jesus is at work in us and through us to use us in his ministry of giving life.  
Amazingly, Jesus will use us in giving his resurrection power to those in need.  And just as did Peter, we must give also…
· Our acknowledgement of Jesus (verses 11-16)

Just as did the miracle of languages (Acts 2:1ff), the healing of the crippled man drew a great crowd of onlookers, who having known the beggar for many years as a lame man, stood astonished as they watched him walking and jumping around.  Ever the opportunist for the good news of Jesus, Peter began preaching to this great crowd,
· Refusing to take the credit,

Peter quickly attributed the miraculous healing to God, deflecting any credit away from himself (verses12f).  How unlike this is from many media preachers, whose ministry is based on their popularity and the adulation of the audience!  Although we may never be credited with as spectacular a miracle as in our text, we nevertheless will face temptations to take credit for what God is doing in someone else’ life.  

The Apostle Paul felt the pressure of the Corinthian church, who wanted him to take more credit for himself, in order to stack up well against the arrogant claims of the “super apostles.”  Paul refused to boast in anything other than Christ and the cross and in his own weakness and insignificance (2 Corinthians 11:30).  We need to remind ourselves of our calling as expressed by John the Baptist:

“He (Jesus) must become greater; I must become less” (John 3:30).  

Jesus is glorified, not in our self-importance, but in our weakness and death to self, whereby we live by the power of the cross and the Holy Spirit, who inhabits our weakness (a point well made by Marva Dawn in Powers, Weakness, and the Tabernacling of God).  By refusing to take credit for ourselves, like Peter…
· we point to Jesus,

In his sermon, Simon Peter “made a beeline” to Jesus as the Great Physician who made the man completely well (verse 16).  This too is the most important thing we can do—to point people to Jesus.  In the gospels and in the Book of Acts, miracles, whether during Jesus’ brief earthly ministry or through the church, were a sign to point others to Jesus.  Miracles never produced faith, but simply pointed to and explained Jesus, who must be the object of our faith.  

When we give our money or share our loving ministry and witness, it is all for the purpose of pointing others to Jesus, who alone can make an eternal difference in people’s lives.  All else we do for them is temporary.  All physical healing is temporary.  But when Jesus transforms a life with is eternal life a soul’s destiny is changed forever and one’s character is changed forever, into the likeness of Jesus.
Jesus alone is the one…
· who makes anyone whole

Peter explained that Jesus had given the cripple “complete healing” (verse 16).  This means that when Jesus touches a life he does so forever.  This man’s eternal destiny was changed, which was a greater cause for his leaping and celebrating than his being cured of his lameness.  

Like you, I wrestle with questions over how and when Jesus heals people today.  During his earthly ministry he seemed willing to heal any who called on him.  I know his power is no less today than when he walked the earth and when Peter lifted this man by the power of Jesus.  But it seems we must learn to trust Jesus with the way he chooses to heal.  Sometimes he works over longer periods of time and uses medical science to heal.  

William Barclay quoted a “great doctor” who said “I bandage wounds; but God heals them” (page 29, Acts, Daily Study Bible Series).  

There is an important difference between being cured and healed.  Some people are cured of diseases, regardless of their faith.  Of course, medical science and even the healing properties of the human body are part of God’s general grace and goodness.  So, whenever anyone is cured, regardless of their faith or deserving, God is at work, even as he sends his rain on the just and unjust (Matthew 5:45).  

But then there are people who experience a deeper level of God’s healing, even if the do not receive a physical cure for their disease.  I know some people right here in this fellowship who in all likelihood will not receive a physical cure but who are whole people.  They have the touch of God on their lives, whose grace rests upon them, and are bringing glory to God by their lives, just as the healed beggar brought glory to God with his life made whole (2 Corinthians 12:9f).  
Conclusion:
The question we face is, are we willing and ready to give what we have to others?  In so doing, we are actually giving to and serving Jesus himself.  Like the pastor in the Nouwen story above, we cannot substitute our religious duties and rituals for walking and working with Jesus and letting him bring to our attention the people to whom he is ministering.  We are called to simply join him in giving his grace and blessing, which is what we have to give, the most important thing we can possibly give.  
One of the great theologians of the church, Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), once called on Pope Innocent II when the latter was counting out a large sum of money.  The pope remarked rather condescendingly, “You see, Thomas, the church can no longer say, “Silver and gold have I none.”  Aquinas replied, “True, holy father; but neither can she say, “Rise up and walk” (as quoted by FF Bruce, page 84, The Book of Acts, NICNT).
We do have money, i.e. silver and gold that we can give more generously perhaps than we do.  Our financial giving should be with generosity prompted by “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,” who was rich yet became poor for our sakes, “so that we through his poverty might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9).  He gave what he had for us in order for us to be able to give what we have for others.  But the greatest thing that we can and must give is Jesus Christ and a saving relationship with the one who makes us all whole.  And to give Jesus and his life means we must also give ourselves away, and be willing to invest in the lives of others.  We cannot look at others as a bother but as our brother and sister and as candidates for everlasting glory.  Those whom Jesus is putting in our pathway are worth the blood of Jesus (1 Peter 1:18f).  And we can, in Jesus’ name, say to the lost, “Rise up and walk!”  Based on the promises of God, Jesus will raise to new life all who look to him and take him by his hand, i.e. at his word.
We must all ask, “Am I willing to give what I have; all that Jesus would ask me to give to others?”  And do we believe that Jesus can and will use what we have for his honor and glory and do even the miraculous, above all that we can ask or imagine?  (Ephesians 3:20)
Thoughts and questions for personal reflection and/or group discussion:

1. Who are some of the people that you meet every day whom God may have placed in your life to receive your ministry?

2. What do you think are their expectations of you?

3. What are some things that God might want you to share with them, including possibly material things, time, and/or simple friendship?

4. If they are not yet converted to Christ, how do you think you can gain an opportunity to share the good news of Jesus with them?

5. In what ways should the church be involved in sharing with those with special needs, such as the indigent or handicapped?

6. How is it possible for the church and its people to be so involved in spiritual exercises that we neglect the practical and even the spiritual needs of others?

7. Reflect on some ways that you can be alert and responsive to opportunities this week to share with others, in material ways and also in sharing with them the good news of eternal life in Jesus.
All Rights Reserved.
PAGE  
1

