
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #5

“If You Want To Help…”

Acts 3:1-10

Who hasn’t had their heartstrings pulled by a television ad or a billboard asking for help? Emotionally we are moved—sometimes to tears—while realistically we know that we cannot possibly help everyone in need. Not long ago, a commercial sponsored by State Farm Insurance called “Following” dramatized this situation.

Every need that man encounters becomes a person (or animal) that follows him everywhere—a visual depiction of how the needs of others can constantly weigh on our minds. It can be overwhelming. There’s no way we can do it all. So we are tempted to do nothing at all.

The same can be said of spiritual needs all around us. There are so many that are lost, so many that are hurting, so many that need someone to love them, help them, and bring them to Jesus. But what can we do as such a small church? What can I do by myself?

This morning I want to consider this dilemma through an experience in the early days of the Christian church. My message in entitled, “If You Want to Help…” and is taken from Acts 3:1-10. I would like to read the text, provide some information to help us understand it, and then draw some conclusions from it that apply to our own day. Reading from Acts 3,

One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the time of prayer—at three in the afternoon. Now a man crippled from birth was being carried to the temple gate called Beautiful, where he was put every day to beg from those going into the temple courts. When he saw Peter and John about to enter, he asked them for money. Peter looked straight at him, as did John. Then Peter said, “Look at us!” So the man gave them his attention, expecting to get something from them. 

Then Peter said, “Silver or gold I do not have, but what I have I give you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk.” Taking him by the right hand, he helped him up, and instantly the man’s feet and ankles became strong. He jumped to his feet and began to walk. Then he went with them into the temple courts, walking and jumping, and praising God. When all the people saw him walking and praising God, they recognized him as the same man who used to sit begging at the temple gate called Beautiful, and they were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to him. 
Last week we considered some regular practices of these early Christians, and one of them was specific times dedicated to prayer. Here Peter and John are heading to the temple for one of those prayer times. This is not surprising—Peter and John were both Jews and, for a while, continued to worship as usual at the temple.

At this time, Christianity was considered as one “sect” of several within Judaism (Josephus used this Greek word to describe the Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots)—a form of contemporary Judaism that believed that Jesus was the Messiah.
 While it is true that Christianity eventually broke away from the rabbinic Judaism of the first century, I believe that Christianity is the only true Judaism, faithfully following the teaching and theology of the Jewish Scriptures (what we call the Old Testament).
At this time there were three designated times of prayer: midmorning (“the third hour,” or 9:00 am), the time of the evening sacrifice (“the ninth hour,” or 3:00 pm) and sunset. The time of the evening sacrifice was also the appointed time for prayer and confession.
 It is this prayer time we see in Acts 3.

Peter and John are said to be “going up” to the temple. Going to the temple is always spoken of in terms of “going up”—principally out of reverential respect, though also because of geography.
 Jerusalem was the highest point in elevation of the area, so no matter which direction you came from, you always went “up” to the temple.

This event took place at what Luke identifies as “the gate called Beautiful.” There is some confusion about this, for no one else in ancient times referred to a gate by this title or name. From the outer court, called the “Court of the Gentiles,” nine gates led into the inner courts, where only Jews were allowed entrance.
 

There are two possibilities: (1) the “Shushan” Gate—so called because it contained a beautifully sculptured relief of the Persian city of Susa—which was on the east side of the wall enclosing the whole of the temple; it gave access from outside the temple to the Court of the Gentiles;
 and (2) the “Nicanor” Gate (otherwise known as the “Corinthian” Gate, and made of bronze) located within the Court of the Women, to which there was an access on the east side; only Israelite men and women were allowed within this court.
 From the fifth century on most scholars favored the “Shushan” Gate as the site of Acts 3; but most recent commentators identify it as the “Nicanor” or “Corinthian” Gate.

On their way, they encountered a man who had been disabled since birth. Everywhere the man went, someone had to carry him. He never knew the joy of standing erect, to say nothing of walking or running, abilities most of us take for granted. He never knew a healthy day. He never knew a day that his legs were not as limp as a dishrag—no feeling, no movement, nothing but the prospect of another day begging for alms.

Throughout the world beggars are a common sight; in our own culture they are becoming more and more visible. But why would he be placed at the gate of the temple? We don’t see many beggars outside our church doors, do we? (Churches are, though, the first place many in need call to ask for assistance.) In those days, almsgiving (or giving to the needy) was classified in Judaism as a meritorious act; he was placed at the gate so that those coming to the temple could gain merit by giving him a coin.
 Because of his disability, however, he was not allowed into the inner courts of the temple.

So Peter and John, on their way to prayer meeting, encounter a disabled man begging for money. We are told in Acts 4:22 that the beggar was over forty, and probably for years he had been brought daily to the Temple to beg. He was known to the people and was quickly recognized. Jesus had probably passed by that gate many times; it is quite likely that the beggar had asked Him for alms. Why had Jesus not healed him? Perhaps He knew was “saving” this opportunity for His disciples.
 Or maybe it was the fact that Jesus Himself did not help everyone around Him that had needs.

The beggar called for help, expecting a tangible answer to his most immediate need: money for food, clothing, and shelter. Peter spoke for both John and himself, saying what the man heard dozens of times each day: “We don’t have any money…”

Now we know from the last chapter that the Christians were in the habit of meeting needs by selling extra possessions. Peter was not claiming to be a pauper here. The Greek, oux huarxei, indicates that Peter had no money in his immediate possession. He simply denied having any money “on him.”
 Even at that, though, if he had been so led, he certainly could have gotten the money from the Fellowship. Therefore we must join the first part of his reply to the second. What he is saying, it seems to me, is this: “We do not have money to keep you in your present condition but we do have something to get you out of this condition.”
 (We’ll come back to this thought in a moment.)

Peter said to the man, “In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk.” In Jewish thought, a name does not just identify or distinguish a person; it expresses the very nature of his being. Hence the power of the person is present and available in the name of the person. Peter, therefore, does not just ask the risen Jesus to heal but pronounces over the crippled beggar the name of Jesus, thereby releasing the power of Jesus. And the power of the risen Jesus, coupled with the man’s response of faith, effects the healing.

The language of Acts 3:8 is medical terminology (not surprising, as Luke was a physician); the man’s feet and anklebones literally “snapped into place.” The healing not only corrected the injury; it also strengthened muscles long atrophied from being unused.
 This happened  “immediately,” not over time, not gradually—no physical therapy sessions required! His feet and his ankles became normal.

He went into the temple with his benefactors, “walking and leaping and praising God!” As a disabled person, he had never been allowed by Jewish law to enter the sacred premises. Not only could he now walk and leap, he could approach the presence of God in the temple!

“Wow, great story!” you may be thinking right about now. “But what does this have to do with me and the overwhelming needs surrounding me?”

Good question. Now comes the “So what?” portion of the message. I believe we can learn three lessons on the subject, “If you want to help…”

Give Where You Are

The first is give where you are. I realize there are needs worldwide, and with online giving you can make a difference anywhere. When we can contribute to a need far away, that’s fine. But if you are looking for a place to start, give where you are. Meet a need close at hand.

Jesus instructed His disciples in Acts 1:8 to begin “in Jerusalem,” where they were. Yes, their outreach would eventually stretch to “the ends of the earth,” but there is only one place where the Christian movement began: in the city of Jerusalem. Where they were.

Give What You Can

Second, give what you can. So many of us get caught up right here. “There’s too much that needs to be done!” we say, throwing up our hands in despair. “Besides, I’m not made out of money!” Remember Peter’s words: “Silver and gold have I none; but”—thank God for this blessed but—“such as I have I give you.”
 You can’t give what you don’t have, but you do have something—so give that!

Maybe it is a small donation. Every little bit counts. Jesus said in Matthew 10:42, “If anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones because he is my disciple, I tell you the truth, he will certainly not lose his reward.” No matter how small our gift, it will help. And it will be rewarded.

If you have no money at all to give, you can still help! You can give of your time, your talents, your strength. A phone call or a thoughtful card to someone can make their day…and be worth more than money can buy. So many ministries and services need volunteers. It doesn’t have to be financial to be fruitful! Give what you can!

Give What They Need

That leads to the final lesson: give what they need. The beggar asked for money. Peter and John didn’t have any money on them. Imagine the conversation going like this:

“Say, fellas, can you spare a dime…or a dollar?”

“Sorry, pal, we didn’t bring any money with us.” 

The beggar looks down, his hope dashed once again. “But you don’t really need money,” Peter goes on. 

“Yeah, I do,” countered the beggar.

“No, you don’t,” Peter replied.

“Uh-huh!”

“Huh-uh!”

(This could go on for thirty-plus chapters, but since we’re not in the book of Job…)

“What do I need then?” the beggar asked, more irritated than interested.

Peter takes him by the hand, pulls him up and says, “In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk!” 

The beggar begins to protest, but then he realizes that, for the first time in his life, he is standing on his own two feet! Immediately he begins doing what before now he could only watch others do. In his delight he begins leaping and dancing and running, his face beaming. He rushes to others and says, “Look at me! I can walk! I can jump! I can run!” The regular attendees of the temple can’t believe their eyes. They’ve seen this guy begging for money. What in the world…?

You see, the beggar wanted money to make his present condition more bearable. The money never improved his situation; it just made it easier to handle. Yet, as one author puts it, “It is not the Church’s business in this world simply to make the present condition more bearable; the task of the Church is to release here on earth the redemptive work of God in Christ.”

Peter and John didn’t have money to give, but money was not what the man needed most. He needed salvation for his soul and healing for his body, and money could provide neither.
 Peter gave something better that went to the root of the man’s problem. Now, I am not suggesting that the Christian or the church should offer spiritual salvation rather than physical or material help—it is after all physical healing that is given here! There is, however, a lesson about our priorities.
 We can meet someone’s physical, emotional, and material needs, but if we do not meet their spiritual needs, we’re just rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. We’re not doing them any eternal good! They’re still lost and heading for Hell!

The church is not here to talk politics, to give philosophical discourses, to entertain, or to provide social assistance or psychological treatment. Do you simply go to church to get temporary relief, to forget your troubles and feel happier for a moment? God have mercy upon you if you do! No—the business of the church is to deal with the real problem of men and women—not to give aid, but to offer a cure for the ailment. This is the unique message of the church, and this is what differentiates it from every other institution under the sun. The church is (or ought to be) an expert on the soul. It is not a cultural center or a psychological clinic or a social agency. No—her calling, her commission, is to deal with the souls of men and women. And the primary ailment of men, women, and young people today is their separation from God through sin.

The problem of the world today is that men and women do not know God, they do not know how to live and thus do not know how to die. And this leads to all the misery, the unhappiness, the failure, the shame, the remorse, the agony, the bitterness, and the heartbreak of life. This is the problem. What is the value to you of scientific knowledge if it does not help you live? What is the point of being thrilled by great music if it still leaves you a slave to sin? What is the value of admiring art and showing your great cultural understanding if you cannot control your temper? The problem of the world is the problem of sin. Our world does not need social programs; our world needs a Savior!

John Stott wrote in his excellent book, Our Guilty Silence,

To love my neighbour is to seek and to serve his highest good… Man’s highest good is more than the basic necessities of food, clothing and shelter. It is not even health of body and mind or harmonious integration into society. It concerns his relationship with God, in whose image and likeness he has been made.

It is because man is fundamentally a spiritual being that he cannot live by bread alone. He has a deeper hunger than baker’s bread can satisfy. If we know this, and if we also know the gospel which can introduce him to ‘the true bread from heaven’ [John 6:32], we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve. ‘If a brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack of daily food, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled”, without giving them the things needed for the body, what does it profit?’ [Jas. 2:15-16] This question is even more searching when ‘the things needed’ are not for the body but for the soul. To say this is not to forget that man is one person, a body-soul, or to imply that his physical needs may be ignored. It is rather an assertion that the neglect of my neighbour’s spiritual needs, on whatever pretext, is incompatible with the claim to love him. Such neglect is criminal irresponsibility. To suppress the good news in silence is to incur guilt.

Maybe you came here this morning like the man in the State Farm commercial—overwhelmed with the needs of the world and your inability to meet them. Maybe you are like Peter and John when asked by the needy to give and you confess, “I don’t have any money to give.” If you really want to help, just remember these three lessons:

· Give where you are

· Give what you have

· Give what they need

And remember, the greatest need anybody has is Jesus!
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