Sharpening the Skill of Meeting Needs #4

“Developing the Hands of Action”

selected Scriptures

You know what it’s like to have a small pebble get in your shoe, right? That tiny little rock can cause major discomfort, especially if you can’t stop and get it out right away. 

Sometimes sermons and books can have the same effect spiritually. One of those books was written in 1977 by Ronald J. Sider, entitled, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger. The book inspired generations of young Christians, selling 400,000 copies in nine languages. Christianity Today ranked it as one of the most influential evangelical titles of the 20th century, right after J. I. Packer’s Knowing God and Kenneth Taylor’s The Living Bible.
 Yet it served as a burr in the saddle for many. He urged Christians to see how their salvation should compel them to care for their neighbors.

“Salvation is a lot more than just a new right relationship with God through forgiveness of sins. It’s a new, transformed lifestyle that you can see visible in the body of believers,” he said. “Sin is a biblical category. Given a careful reading of the world and the Bible and our giving patterns, how can we come to any other conclusion than to say that we are flatly disobeying what the God of the Bible says about the way he wants his people to care for the poor?”

The book was revised and updated a couple of times before Sider passed away in 2022. In the latest edition, published in 2015, he wrote, “We still live with desperately poor neighbors. That hasn’t changed. Nor has God’s special concern for the poor changed. Hundreds of biblical texts tell us that God still measures our societies by what we do to the poorest.”

Today, 808 million people live below the extreme poverty line of living on three dollars per day in 2025.
 (For perspective, the entire population of the United States is about 350 million.) One in ten people around the world still live in extreme poverty—deprived not only of an adequate livelihood, but also opportunity, dignity and hope.

This month we have been examining the topic, “Sharpening the Spiritual Skill of Meeting Needs.” We have considered developing the eyes of perception, the heart of compassion, and the mind of discernment. This morning we conclude with developing the hands of action. How can we take what we have learned and put it into practice?

Our Personal Responsibility 

We begin with our personal responsibility. The answer to the age-old question posed by Cain, “Am I my brother's keeper?” is a resounding, “YES!” We have an obligation to look after our fellow humans, especially those with less of life’s blessings.

God commanded the Israelites in Leviticus 23:22, “When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. Leave them for the poor and the alien. I am the Lord your God.”
He spelled this out even more in Deuteronomy 15:7-11,

If there is a poor man among your brothers in any of the towns of the land that the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hardhearted or tightfisted toward your poor brother. Rather be openhanded and freely lend him whatever he needs. Be careful not to harbor this wicked thought: “The seventh year, the year for canceling debts, is near,” so that you do not show ill will toward your needy brother and give him nothing. He may then appeal to the Lord against you, and you will be found guilty of sin. Give generously to him and do so without a grudging heart; then because of this the Lord your God will bless you in all your work and in everything you put your hand to. There will always be poor people in the land. Therefore I command you to be openhanded toward your brothers and toward the poor and needy in your land.
Now before you dismiss this by saying, “That’s the law; we’re under grace,” listen to the words of Jesus in Luke 4:14–21,

Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. He taught in their synagogues, and everyone praised him. He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read. The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”
Jesus identified His ministry as “preaching good news to the poor…proclaiming freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind…releasing the oppressed, and proclaiming the year of the Lord’s favor.” Can our ministry be any less than that?

In Luke 12:16-21 Jesus taught a parable:

“The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”’ But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.” 

The folly of the rich farmer was not that he was sensible in storing grain. There is sense in food storage. That isn’t the point. His folly was godless materialism.
 He allowed his riches to become his security rather than trusting in God. And he only saw how his needs could be met, not anyone else’s. 
In response to the question, “What shall I do? I’ve got all this harvest, and I’ve got nowhere to store it,” Bishop Ambrose says, “You have got barns, the bellies of the needy, the houses of widows, the mouths of orphans and infants. He could have stored his grain in those places.”

Sider observed, “In our age of affluence and poverty, most Christians, regardless of theological labels, are tempted to succumb to the heresy of society’s materialistic values rather than biblical truth. Advertisements offer demonically convincing justifications for enjoying our affluence while neglecting billions of poor neighbors.”

Jesus taught us to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread”—not my daily bread as an individual, but our daily bread as a collective community. When we pray those words, we are not relieved of the responsibility to feed the hungry. It obliges us to do so. God made the earth fruitful not just for the affluent. God made the earth fruitful for the common good that we should produce and then distribute. It is that principle that led God to instruct the Israelite farmers not to reap their fields to the edges or to the corners, but to leave these for the poor to glean. And when they reap the harvest of the orchard, the vineyard or the olive yard, they were not to go over their fruit trees a second time. They were to leave what they missed the first time for the poor to pick. So we can only pray, “Give us our daily bread” when we think of the poor who need it.

Remember the parable of the Good Samaritan? A teacher of the law tried to trip up Jesus by asking what was the greatest commandment. When Jesus replied to love God and love your neighbor, the teacher asked a follow-up: “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus told the parable as the answer. Then Jesus asked, “Which of these three do you think proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell into the robbers’ hands?”

Wait a minute! That’s a different question from the one that prompted the parable. The original question was, “Who is my neighbor?” But Jesus shifted the emphasis so that the only question worth considering was not “Which person qualifies as my neighbor?” but “What kind of neighbor am I?”

Being a good neighbor takes more than good intentions, however. As James 2:15-17 says, “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? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.” 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.”
Sharpening our skill of meeting needs includes developing the hands of action.

Our Practical Response

This leads us to our practical response. Speaking of practicality, we must remind ourselves that no one of us can meet all the needs we see. We can become overwhelmed by the need, paralyzing us into inactivity.

We can, though, do what we can. An example of this is found in Acts 9:36-39,

In Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (which, when translated, is Dorcas), who was always doing good and helping the poor. About that time she became sick and died, and her body was washed and placed in an upstairs room. Lydda was near Joppa; so when the disciples heard that Peter was in Lydda, they sent two men to him and urged him, “Please come at once!” 

Peter went with them, and when he arrived he was taken upstairs to the room. All the widows stood around him, crying and showing him the robes and other clothing that Dorcas had made while she was still with them.

Here is a woman known for “always doing good and helping the poor.” No title, no degree, no special skills. Apparently she could sew and she used that ability not to enrich herself but to enrich those in need. She made a difference.

Maybe you can’t preach, but you are a plumber. Maybe you can’t sing or play a musical instrument, but you can sew. Maybe you can’t paint a masterpiece, but you can paint a wall or a fence. Maybe you can cook. Maybe you can clean. Maybe you don’t think you have any skills but God has blessed you with wealth. You can be a blessing through benevolence. As my friend Kevin Peterson likes to say, “God’s got the money; the problem is He has to get it out of our pockets.” Whatever our ability, instead of focusing on the things you can’t do, focus on the things you can do.

Paul tells us how to do it in Romans 12:4-8,

Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully. 
Peter adds in 1 Peter 4:9-11,

Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms. If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.
As Colossians 3:23 concludes, “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.” Do the best you can for who you can.
Our Promised Reward 

We conclude by considering our promised reward. Proverbs 19:17 says, “He who is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, and He will reward him for what he has done.” Jesus echoes this idea in Matthew 10:42, “And 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.” Even something as simple as giving a cup of cold water is noticed by God and will be rewarded by Him.

This is best seen in Jesus’ parable in Matthew 25:31-40,

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 

“The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’”
Of course, the rest of the parable shows that those who failed to help the needy met a very different fate.

Our God wants to dislodge us from our comfortable, smug existence, to move us to mingle with our needy brothers, to stir us to touch those we might otherwise shun. Since when did the Christian hold back because something was costly? Or because it brought discomfort? Enough of words! This needy old world has heard such things before. What it longs for is action. Deeds. The real deal. Repairers and restorers at work, in the trenches, doing the things that give us the right to bear the name “Christian.” And in the event you grow weary and your resolve to be different starts to wear thin, just remember this…whatever you do for others in His name, you are doing for Him.
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