Matters of Life and Death #5

“What Shall We Do?”

selected Scriptures
Over the past four weeks we have considered Matters of Life and Death including abortion, euthanasia, war, and capital punishment. I have attempted to present relevant data, a biblical perspective, and on occasion a personal opinion on these subjects. You may or may not agree with my conclusions, and that is fine, as long as we become aware that these issues exist and are indeed matters of life and death.

This morning I wrap up this series not with a new topic but with a challenge. It is every preacher’s desire to have proclaimed God’s Word and have the audience respond as the Pentecost crowd did in Acts 2:37, “When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’”
I hope to answer that question this morning by providing a three-step approach.

Be Informed

First we must be informed. No less than four times in his New Testament letters the apostle Paul wrote, “I don’t want you to be ignorant…” As Eugene Cho writes in his book, Thou Shalt Not Be a Jerk: A Christian’s Guide to Engaging Politics (what a great title!), “It’s our responsibility to be informed.”
 He didn’t say it’s our responsibility to be experts, but to be informed. 

I have tried to inform you on these subjects over the past few weeks, but I have only been able to scratch the surface. Every week my research totaled well over one hundred pages of print, which I worked to distill into a six-page sermon. Rather than trying to provide all there is to know about any of these issues, I have attempted to whet your appetite so you will explore deeper on your own.

We are truly blessed in our day to have instant access to information via the Internet. We can be informed on what is happening at any time, with 24-hour news outlets bringing the world to our television, computer, or phone screens. But even as we acknowledge the importance of news and media, we must not live our lives entirely online, always wading into controversies. We can learn so much more from real relationships, so we must be intentional to know our neighbors, and specifically to know and listen to our neighbors who don’t look like us, think like us, or vote like us.

We must also be informed of what the Bible says on these topics. Our decisions are to be informed by an eternal, heavenly perspective rather than an imperfect, earthly one. We need a Christian view of the world.
 Now I realize that two people sincerely dedicated to Christ and true believers in His Word can come to very different conclusions on a subject. That’s fine. We can agree to disagree without being disagreeable—or making agreement on all matters a prerequisite for fellowship or working together.

We must also guard against becoming narrow minded. Rather than being blinded by one issue, let’s be informed on many issues and pray for convictions consistent with biblical foundations and a life ethic that encompasses the whole of life—from womb to tomb.
 Again, we don’t have to be experts on all subjects, but we should have a working knowledge and conviction on important matters.

Be Involved

Second, we must be involved. In Genesis 4:9, Cain asked, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The answer reverberating throughout Scripture is a definite, “Yes!” Solomon wrote in Proverbs 24:11-12,

Rescue those being led away to death; hold back those staggering toward slaughter. If you say, “But we knew nothing about this,” does not he who weighs the heart perceive it? Does not he who guards your life know it? Will he not repay each person according to what he has done? 

When it comes to the suffering of others, ignorance will be no excuse when we stand before God. When we treat others with a selfish indifference, when we convey to other people, “I really couldn’t care less,” we are sending a signal loud and clear. And it doesn’t say, “I love you.”

Instead, as Paul wrote in Philippians 2:3-4, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” He does not say to neglect our own interests, but to not look only to our own interests. 

It’s easy to see “society” as “somebody else.” Joni Eareckson Tada shares this experience she had with a classroom of high school students:

“What role do you think society should play in helping people decide when it is right to die?”

A few hands went up. I could tell by their answers that they felt society should take action to help hurting and dying people—some students insisting on life no matter how burdensome the treatment, and a few wanting to help by hurrying along the death process.

One student shared how his mother was getting demoralized by the burden of taking care of his sister with developmental delays. He felt society should, in his words, “do something.”

“Like what?” I playfully challenged.

“Like…I’m not sure, but society ought to get more involved in the lives of people like my mother.”

I glanced at Ken. He nodded, as if to give the go-ahead to take a free rein with this young man. “May I ask what you have done to get more involved?”

The student smiled and shrugged.

“How have you helped alleviate the burden? Have you taken your sister on an outing lately? Maybe to the beach?” I teased. “Have you offered to do some shopping for your mother? Maybe your mom wouldn’t be so demoralized, maybe she wouldn’t feel so stressed or burdened, if you rolled up your sleeves a little higher to help.”

A couple of his friends by the chalkboard laughed and threw wads of paper at him. “Okay, okay, I see your point,” he chuckled.

I smiled. “My point is this: Society is not a bunch of people way out there who sit around big tables and think up political trends or cultural drifts; society is you. Your actions, your decisions, matter. What you do or don’t do has a ripple effect on everyone around you. And on a smaller scale, your participation can even make a huge difference in what your family decides to do with your sister.”

The classroom fell silent, and I knew the lesson was being driven home. I paused, scanned the face of each student, and closed by saying, “You, my friends, are society.”

It’s not up to them, and it’s not up to us. It’s up to you. It’s up to me.

“Okay, then,” you may be thinking, “what shall I do?”

You can participate. Volunteer your time. Use your talents. Offer what material things you have that can help. (I don’t necessarily mean giving a car or truck, for example, but using a car or truck to help a person or ministry in need.) Find a local organization dealing with the issue of your conviction and get involved. If there isn’t one locally, consider starting one.

One important way every one of us can (and should) participate in these matters of life and death is to vote. There is no excuse for the Christian in American to stay home on Election Day! We have a wonderful privilege to have a say in the direction of our nation—a privilege many in our world do not have. I will never tell you whom to vote for from this pulpit, but I have no problem telling you to vote!

You may take this a step further and engage those who represent you on a local, state, and federal level. Write letters, make phone calls, visit in person if you can—let those who represent you know of your convictions, especially in these matters of life and death.

Second, you can provide. Give to ministries and organizations that are making a difference in these issues. Maybe you cannot physically go and participate, but you can provide for those who can. Paul wrote in Philippians 1:4-5, “In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.” What did that “partnership” look like? In Philippians 4:14-16 he wrote, “It was good of you to share in my troubles. Moreover, as you Philippians know, in the early days of your acquaintance with the gospel, when I set out from Macedonia, not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only; for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid again and again when I was in need.” 
When you share in a ministry through provision, you also share in their reward. Writing a check should not be a substitute for personal involvement, but when you cannot actively participate yourself, providing the means for others to do so is commendable.

Third, you can pray. I am not suggesting that you should pray only if you cannot participate or provide; you should pray while you participate and/or provide! On multiple occasions Paul asked his fellow Christians to pray for him and his ministry. You truly partner with those on the front lines when you pray for them. And, again, you will share in their reward for the difference they make in the lives of those who need it.

Be informed—know the issues and those who are standing for or against them.

Be involved—participate, provide, and pray for those taking a stand.

Be Improving

Finally, be improving. What do I mean by that? It is easy to focus only on the “death” side of these matters of life and death and stand against them. We claim to be “pro-life,” yet often we are little more that anti-abortion, anti-euthanasia, anti-war, and anti-capital punishment. 

What are we for?
Back in 1982, Dr. Jerry Falwell often spoke about fighting abortion in the United States. On one occasion, following a speech decrying the evils of abortion on demand, a reporter asked the preacher what he was doing personally to help girls facing unplanned pregnancies. That question stopped Falwell in his tracks. A few months later, he founded Liberty Godparent Maternity Home, a place for pregnant girls to find Jesus, hope, and a future.
 In time 1,200 similar homes were opened nationwide where pregnant girls, 12 to 18 years old, came and lived, receiving help through our counseling outreach. As a result approximately 50 percent of these girls place their children for adoption. Thousands of children have been placed into Christian homes through that adoption agency.

Instead of cursing the darkness, we should be lighting a candle.

There is nothing wrong with taking a stand against abortion, but we should also advocate for adoption and provide support for the expectant mothers in need, such as the New Life Pregnancy Center in Decatur.

There is nothing wrong with taking a stand against euthanasia, but we should also support hospice services in our area as an alternative.

We can complain about the trouble young people get into, but we should support places like The Vault and Little Galilee Christian Camp.

We can wring our hands about the homeless in our area, but we should support ministries such as God’s Shelter of Love, The Oasis, and Salvation Army.

Don’t forget the words of Jesus in Matthew 25:34-40,

“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.’ 

In the final analysis, we should be known not just for what we’re against, but for what we’re for. Let’s truly be pro-life and not just anti-death. Let’s light a candle and not just curse the darkness. Let’s point them to the Light of the world—Jesus Christ.

It’s the only way to truly make a difference in the lives of those in need.
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