Sharpening the Skill of Meeting Needs #1

“Developing the Eyes of Perception”

selected Scriptures

How would you describe a successful church?

Many would say a successful church is one in which people come to hear the preacher preach and the teacher teach. In this setting, pastors are mini-theologians, the defenders of the faith—with an emphasis on defensive. Some are known more for what they don’t believe than what they do believe. They are more prepared to fight than to love. The “spiritually mature” person is the one who doesn’t smoke, drink or chew (or go with girls who do).
 Success is measured by correct doctrine and adherence to rules.

Sounds good…but is it Scriptural?

According to 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.” Really? Looking after widows and orphans?

According to John 13:34-35, Jesus said, “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” Loving each other? That’s it?
More specifically, Isaiah 58:6-7 states, “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?  Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?”
Such service must go beyond words. James 2:15-16 challenges, “Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?” John adds in 1 John 3:17-18, “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.”
When Jesus spoke of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25:31-46, what was the difference between the two groups? The “sheep” met the needs of the hungry, the thirsty, the needy, the sick, and the imprisoned, while the “goats” did not.

Now to be fair, some churches focus only on these activities to the neglect of proclaiming the Gospel. The New Testament pattern of evangelism is a blend of proclamation and practical meeting of needs. As one author put it, “The music of the believers’ selfless actions became the platform for the words of the gospel…. It is divine music when believers apply what they profess to the hurts, pains, and sorrows of mankind.”
 Loving people is the bottom line in ministry. As the old saying goes, “People don’t care how much we know until they know how much we care.”

When the Church fails to live up to its responsibility, though, we abdicate our roles in society. When we fail to meet the needs of even our own people, we unwittingly drive them out of our churches and into the hands of secular psychologists and social workers. How can we criticize them for what they are doing if we aren’t living up to our calling?

As we continue our theme of “Sharpening Our Spiritual Skills,” I want to address the skill of meeting needs during the month of July. Over the next four weeks we will see how to develop the eyes of perception, the heart of compassion, the mind of discernment, and the hands of action. This morning we begin with developing the eyes of perception, to see things with the eyes of Jesus. In order to do that, we must learn to look beyond certain things.

Look Beyond Oneself 

First, to develop the eyes of perception, we must look beyond oneself. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 10:24, “Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others,” and in Philippians 2:4, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Unless we get our eyes off of ourselves we will never see the needs of others.

To be like Jesus, we must be humble. Humility is not thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less. Humility is thinking more of others. Humble people are so focused on serving others, they don’t think of themselves.

Following Christ changes the way we view others. Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:14-16, “For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer.” 

What does it mean to regard people “from a worldly point of view”? For one, it means to form an estimate of them on the basis of human standards, externals like heritage, intelligence, wealth and social status.
 But as God said in 1 Samuel 16:7, “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” For another, to regard people from a worldly point of view sees them for what they can do for me rather than for what I can do for them. This views people as objects or opportunities to advance myself. Or it views people as obstacles in our way to our perceived view of success or happiness. This is what it means to dehumanize someone, viewing them as less than they really are.
Truth is, whenever we encounter another person, we are meeting the image of God in the world. Even those we might prefer to ignore: the widow, the orphan, the stranger, the poor, the sick, embarrassing relatives, and obnoxious neighbors.
 Whenever we look beyond ourselves, we see others for whom they really are—someone created in God’s image for whom Christ died. We are developing the eyes of perception.

Look Beyond the Obvious

Next we need to look beyond the obvious. One lesson learned as a first responder was not to be lured by what is called a “distracting injury,” a serious injury that diverts attention from other potential injuries that could be more serious than the obvious one. Unless we can look beyond the obvious we may spend all our time and energy dealing with symptoms instead of root problems.

In Mark 2, a paralyzed man was lowered through a roof to Jesus. I imagine that the four men who brought him—and the man himself—thought his greatest need was physical healing. Yet Jesus said in verse 5, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” Of course, the critics had a hissy fit (it’s in the Greek), complaining that Jesus was blaspheming, since “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (This is one of the few times they got it right!) To prove that He could do both, Jesus added, “Take up your mat and walk.”
Similarly, in Acts 3:1-6, Peter and John encountered a man at the temple begging money. When Peter said, “Look at us!” the man gave them his attention, expecting to get something from them, namely money. But 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.” In both cases the man’s obvious needs were eclipsed by the meeting of a greater need.

“That’s fine,” you may be thinking, “but how am I supposed to do that?”

First, rely on the Holy Spirit. Pray for insight and discernment. Proverbs 2:3-6 says, “If you call out for insight and cry aloud for understanding, and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for hidden treasure, then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find the knowledge of God. For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding.” James 1:5 adds, “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.” God is the Source of wisdom and discernment. I suspect He is more interested in giving it to us than we are in receiving it.
Paul prayed for the Philippian Christians in Philippians 1:9-11, “And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.” We can pray that prayer for ourselves, too.
Second, take the time to look and listen. See if this particular need is a recurring one. Does that indicate a pattern or a deeper problem? Listen to what the person says and how they say it. Spend time with them and get to know them. When possible, speak to a spiritually mature person who also knows them and glean insights from them.

Third, recognize your limitations. You cannot rescue everybody—you may not be able to rescue anybody by yourself! There are always more needs than we can meet. As Jesus said in John 12:8, “You will always have the poor among you.” We cannot meet all the needs, but we can make a difference for one.

“But how do I decide who to help and who not to help?” you may be wondering. That is a good question. Do I have to assist everyone who asks? Am I obligated to give something to everyone who begs on a street corner or in the Wal-Mart parking lot? No, we can’t…and we shouldn’t. Not everyone who asks for help truly needs it. Some present a need but when given assistance, they use it for something else (that is not truly a need). Again, rely on the leading of the Holy Spirit. Develop such an awareness of His presence and direction that you will sense His prompting when you should offer to meet a need.
Look Beyond the Offensive 

Finally, look beyond the offensive. Let’s face it: Some needy people are hard to be around. The way they look, the way they smell, the way they talk and act—it can be repulsive. Perhaps you have an issue with tattoos or piercings or certain styles of hair or dress. Maybe their personal lifestyle or political views are in sharp contrast to what you believe. In his best-selling book, The 5 Love Languages, Gary Chapman calls loving people who are hard to love, “love’s greatest challenge.”
 How do we get past that?

The Bible gives several examples of this. In Matthew 8:1-3 we read about Jesus, 

When he came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him. A man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.” Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” Immediately he was cured of his leprosy.

On the one hand, it’s not surprising that Jesus “touched the man.” We see him repeatedly reaching out and touching people in a loving, life-giving way. When he healed Peter’s mother-in-law, he touched her. When children came to him, he put his hand on them and blessed them. When he healed a blind man, he touched his eyes. I once heard someone say of Jesus, “What his heart felt, his hand touched.”

On the other hand, there is something surprising, even scandalous, about Jesus touching this man. The other people Jesus touched were not contagious. Contact with a leper was strictly forbidden. Yes, Jesus healed the man of his leprosy, but Jesus touched him before he healed him. Why not heal him and then touch him? I think it’s because Jesus loved the man just the way he was. The healing revealed his power, but the touch? The touch revealed Jesus’ love.

It’s also worth noting that Jesus healed some people without touching them too. Jesus didn’t have to touch this leper. He could have simply said, “Be clean.” He could’ve winked at him or given him a thumbs-up. Jesus could have healed him without touching him, but Jesus wasn’t just healing him of leprosy.

Mother Teresa, who spent decades in Calcutta ministering to lepers, said the worst part of leprosy is not physical, it’s the disease of “being unwanted.” Someone feeling that way was heartbreaking to Jesus. He had to cure this leper of feeling unwanted, so he reached out and touched someone who was considered untouchable and unlovable.
 Don’t be afraid to “reach out and touch” someone, even if something about them is offensive to you.

Perhaps the issue is ethnic. When Cornelius, a Gentile, called for Peter, a Jew, we read in Acts 10:27-29, “Talking with him, Peter went inside and found a large gathering of people. He said to them: ‘You are well aware that it is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him. But God has shown me that I should not call any man impure or unclean. So when I was sent for, I came without raising any objection. May I ask why you sent for me?’” Peter overcame his prejudice to meet another’s need.

Maybe the problem is the person’s past. Remember the woman caught in the act of adultery in John 8? Jesus had every right to condemn her—He was the only one who had that right—but He chose to forgive her instead. 

In Acts 9:26-27, after he decided to follow Jesus, Saul of Tarsus had a problem.

When he came to Jerusalem, he tried to join the disciples, but they were all afraid of him, not believing that he really was a disciple. But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles. He told them how Saul on his journey had seen the Lord and that the Lord had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus.

None of the Christians wanted to accept Saul because of his background. He had earned a reputation as a violent persecutor of Christians, and they wanted nothing to do with him. But good ol’ Barnabas—“son of encouragement”—stepped up and vouched for Saul. Can you imagine how different the New Testament would be without Barnabas?

You would think that Saul, later known as Paul, would remember how Barnabas was willing to accept him despite his reputation. Yet we read in Acts 15:36-41,

Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit the brothers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are doing.” Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work. They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company. Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord. He went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.

Paul and Barnabas were about to embark on their second missionary journey. Barnabas wanted to bring along John Mark, but Paul refused. Why? On their first journey Mark had ditched them and returned home. He quit. Paul didn’t want a quitter going with them. Barnabas said, “Let’s give him a second chance.” Paul said, “No! I don’t work with quitters!” The dispute led to the dissolution of this missionary team because Barnabas could see past John Mark’s reputation while Paul could not. (By the way, John Mark would later write the second gospel. Again, how different our New Testament would be without Barnabas!)

If we truly want to sharpen the spiritual skill of meeting needs, we must begin with our vision, developing the eyes of perception. We must look beyond ourselves to see the needs of others, realizing that every person we meet is a soul created in the image of God for whom Christ died. We must look beyond the obvious needs to the deeper ones, distinguishing the symptoms from the root causes. Pray for discernment, take the time to look and listen, and realize our limitations. We must look beyond the offensive, also, whether that be their physical condition, their ethnic or cultural background, or their past behavior and reputation.

Just remember the words of Jesus in Matthew 25:40, “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”
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