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INTERNATIONAL COMPASSION
Psalm 82:1-4

His first week in the office of his new church, the pastor busily set about the task of preparing his sermon for the upcoming Sunday service.  He had spent many hours preparing the message and wanted his first one to leave a good impression with his new congregation.  Sunday morning arrived and as he walked up to the platform at the beginning of the service, he felt a nudge from God that he was to preach an entirely different message.  He silently argued with God that he had diligently prepared this message believing it was the one he was given to deliver that day.  The Lord continued to urge him until it was time for him to speak.  
Stepping to the pulpit he began by remarking how he had spent all week preparing a message for his first Sunday morning only to have a nudge from God on the way to the pulpit to change his message.  His text was from John 13:34 and simply stated that the message for the day was “love one another.”  
At that the pastor sat down.  A few minutes passed and the song leader leaned over and asked the pastor if he was supposed to close in a hymn at that point.  The pastor stood and returned to the pulpit a second time with the same words “love one another” turned and sat back down.  More time in silence elapsed and the pastor stood a third time with the same message and then returned to his seat.  

Shortly thereafter a buzz began in that congregation of about 600.  It wasn’t the noise of grumbling that he heard where they complained about coming to hear a message and only getting a very condensed sermon.  He didn’t hear people asking what they should do next.  Rather, it was the sound of genuine conversation.  Church members asked other church members and attendees what they might do to help.  
That day after the service had ended a number of people who had been unemployed went away with a job, others had similar tangible needs met.  People sought forgiveness of those they had wronged.  

The next week, the pastor returned with the same message – “Love one another.”  The response was much quicker as the congregation engaged in healthy dialogue about how they might meet the needs of each other in fulfillment of that message.  As a matter of fact the pastor preached the same message for several weeks.  
The church began to grow in that time upwards of a thousand people.  After a couple of months some in the church began to complain that they didn’t hire the pastor to preach the same message week after week, but to preach the Word, all of it.  They wanted a strong pulpiteer.  Some began to leave the church, but still he preached the same message.

One Sunday to the cheers of the congregation he announced that he had a new message.  “Love your neighbor.”  At that the church emptied as people returned to their homes to talk with their neighbors and share the love of Christ through tangible means.

In our quest to uncover and discuss some of the essential core beliefs of our church we come to a two week discussion on a topic that is one of my heart chords.  We will look at two passages that for all intents and purposes point us in the direction of discovering our mission as a church as part of fulfilling the great commission.  
Today we want to look at the doctrine of ecclesia, the doctrine of the church.  Next week we will ponder the truths of a familiar passage in Luke 10 about the Good Samaritan, but today turn with me to the Old Testament book of Psalms where we do not see a description of the church per se, but we do see some of its defining characteristics.  So please join me in Psalm 82:1-4.
As we think about the role of the church in the world today, this passage leads us into a sobering discussion about 4 truths:
God’s Oversight

God’s Observations
God’s Ordinances
God’s Opportunities
I. GOD’S OVERSIGHT – v. 1

Now the first thing that we notice in this passage is that God is engaged in the world He created.  He is not aloof or distant or uncaring to the events and people of what is occurring here on planet earth.  He has the capacity to see all the events of the world at one time, all the events of one country at one time, all the events of one state, of one county, of one city, of one family, of one person at one time.  He sees it all.
He doesn’t sit up in heaven with a big channel changer clicking through a giant screen tv surfing through all the world as if each country and county and city and person is one channel.  “I wonder what’s happening in Brazil” and then lose contact with China.  Or “I’m concerned about North Korea” and so won’t know what’s going on in Canada.  Or “Michigan is sure under a lot of economic strain these days” and has to leave a mess in Florida.  
He doesn’t forget about you while He goes and tends to someone else who may be in a seemingly bigger mess.  He doesn’t need picture in picture so He can watch a couple of places or people at a time.  My brother had 2 tvs, one with picture in picture so he could watch 3 football games at once.  God doesn’t need that.  He knows what’s going on everywhere.  He is omnipresent.
This verse indicates that God stands or presides to render a judgment to those who were supposed to be His representatives, who were supposed to rule justly.  

Turn to Isaiah 40: 25-28.  
Here are two rhetorical questions indicating for us in their answer that God knows what on earth is going on – everywhere at the same time.

Now picture this scene with me because this is the picture the Psalmist desires to convey.  Earth is the court room and God is the judge who is presiding over these lesser judges and rulers.  That’s what gods, little “g” stands for.  Think of the stature of a judge robed in the attire of one who has such authority, that when the gavel sounds, the decision, the verdict has been rendered.  

A judge, or arbiter of justice, is a lead official who presides over a court of law, either alone or as part of a panel of judges.  The powers, functions, method of appointment, discipline, and training of judges vary widely across different jurisdictions.  The judge is like an umpire in a game and is to conduct the trial impartially and in an open court.  The judge hears all the witnesses and any other evidence presented by the parties of the case, assesses the credibility of the parties, and then issues a ruling on the matter at hand based on his or her interpretation of the law and his or her own personal judgment based on the facts as they have been presented.  Being a judge is a prestigious and solemn position in society.  
In this courtroom scene where we see this great assembly that has been gathered are those who have been granted authority of some kind by the great judge.  Leaders, magistrates, judges, justices – they are all the representatives of God on earth.   In some fashion they pronounce sentence, govern, defend, or rule in some way.  It is their responsibility to mete out justice and judgment fairly and morally in an unbiased fashion.  Others may bow to them, but even they bow to God.  They stand before Him to give account of decisions that have been handed down under their administration and not only the decisions but the motives behind them.
This verse notes for us that God is the one, the only one who can stand over this assembly in righteous and just judgment one that will be accurate.

You have perhaps been following with some interest the nomination process of President Obama’s pick for the Supreme Court in Sonia Sotomayor, who was confirmed this past week.  Some opposed her nomination based on ideology – they were fundamentally opposed to her because of past decisions and personal beliefs that counter their own beliefs.  Others opposed her believing she was unqualified due to the many decisions she had made that were overturned, that in many cases she was radical in her decisions based not on the Constitution and the Law but rather on her understanding or interpretation of the Constitution made through a biased lens.

God, as the presiding judge in this courtroom, will judge fairly and accurately without opposition and without a sentence reversal.  His interpretation of the Law is true and perfect because, He, its author, is Himself perfect.  From His perspective He sees everything that goes on.  He has oversight of decisions and actions that are made.
Now notice in verse 2 the question God asks as to why they are gathered at this judgment assembly.  It is in this verse we see God’s observations.

II. GOD’S OBSERVATIONS – v. 2

This is a rhetorical question that God asks.  It’s not one that He wants or expects a response from those who stand before Him.  We will find that through His observation of their own actions, He has all ready rendered a verdict and is calling for reform in their actions.  

In your Bible you may have a single word following the verse.  It’s the word “Selah” and it’s there for grammatical emphasis.  As Psalms is a book of poetry and many are songs, Selah has been understood to be a musical notation much as we would use a mark in music to indicate that the singer should pause or rest.  
Given this, the author wants you to pause and reflect, to stop for a moment and give some thought to what was just said about God’s observations.  “How long will defend the unjust and show partiality to the wicked?”  Give pause or thought to that for a moment and ask yourself “have I ever defended the ungodly or shown partiality to them to win favor rather than be fair and just and impartial.  

God isn’t asking them IF they did those things.  He’s not a parent asking the child if he threw the baseball through the window while still holding the baseball glove in his hand, or did he track mud through the freshly mopped floor as he stands there in muddy tennis shoes or if he ate the last piece of cake before meal time.  He has the facts and the records are accurate.  He’s asking this assembly to give thought as to WHY they did those things – why they defended the unjust, why they showed partiality to the wicked.  Why they plead on behalf of those who were guilty of wrongdoing?   Why they helped the ungodly?
Defending the unjust to me implies that these judges were getting some kind of kick back, some bribe from those who were guilty.  They were on the take.  “We know we’re guilty and you know we’re guilty, but if you go easy or dismiss the case all together, there’s something in it for you.  

Showing partiality implies that there is favor toward the wicked.  The wicked here is in reference to those who are ungodly, those with no relationship with God, no desire to live by God’s moral standards as given in His Law, the Word.    

Turn back to Exodus 18.  Through the miraculous hand of God Moses had led the Israelites out of Egypt and into the wilderness.  Moses’ father-in-law hopped a camel and rode out to meet Moses in the wilderness near Mt. Sinai.  During his visit he noticed how all day long Moses sat before the people judging.  We pick it up in verse 13- 26 (21).  

Moses served as the representative of God and judged based on God’s law not on partiality or by unfairness or wickedness or even his own interpretation of the Law God had give.  He established a model that we should follow as well to select men who also feared God, were trustworthy and hated dishonest gain.  What would our court system and government be like if that were the case today, where people are elected based on those criteria?  
But that’s not the case in Psalm 82.  These judges were in it for the money.  They were dishonest, partial, and ungodly and they catered to those of the same reputation.

God had observed that their judgment wasn’t based on equity or fairness for the law but rather who the person was and what they could get from them.  
Acts 23-24 records for us the story of Paul’s imprisonment.  A riot had broken out in Jerusalem at which the religious leaders saw an opportunity to rid themselves of Paul and argued that he was an insurrectionist raising up people against Rome.  Paul was taken to Caesarea to stand trial before Felix, who was the governor of the region.  Acts 24:26 states that Felix kept Paul in prison because he hoped Paul would offer him a bribe to be released.  
The implication in Psalm 82 is that God has observed their activities and found that they have unjustly sided with those who were ungodly for the sake of possibly getting something in return.  These were the guilty, the perverse.  God wanted to know how long they would continue to show favoritism or regard for those who were wicked.  
Maybe God is asking this question in verse 2 of us to ponder as well.  
James 2:1-9

Isaiah 10:1-3
Leviticus 19:15,35-36

Deuteronomy 1:16-17

Ecclesiastes 3:16

Are we guilty of acting with favoritism?  Do we show partiality in our dealings with others because of who they are or what they do or how they dress or how much they have?  Do they look like us, smell like us, act like us?
God observes all things.  He observes how we judge others.  Now notice God’s ordinances to them.  They are words for us as well to ponder.  
III. GOD’S ORDINANCES – v. 3-4

“Defend the cause of the weak and fatherless; maintain the rights of the poor and oppressed.  Rescue the weak and needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”
Perhaps you have been asking what does all this have to do with me, with the church here and now.  

Like those judges and magistrates and rulers we are also to defend the rights of the poor and weak and needy.  Maybe this is an indictment against us as well.  Like the judges and magistrates and rulers we stand as the representatives of God to plead on behalf of those who are defenseless to help them.  Who are needier than the poor, the orphaned, the weak and the oppressed?  God’s imperative is to defend them, to rescue them.  
It has always been God’s intention that we, the church, the Body of Christ, care for those who for a variety of reasons cannot care for themselves.  Whether you look at the instructions given to the Israelites in the Law or at the commitment of the early church in Acts 2, those who trust and love God wholeheartedly, who are a part of His forever family should be passionately concerned for those described in these verses.

Deuteronomy 24:17-22

It was in this kind of setting that Ruth found herself as a poor widow, gleaning in the fields of Boaz who later married her.  God has made provision to take care of the orphan, the widow, the needy, the weak, the oppressed and He has chosen to do so through us, His representatives of His love and provision to those around us.

Galatians 6:9-10 
Philippians 2:3-4 

I John 3:17-18
God has given to us the obligation, the commitment, the responsibility, the commandment to care for others who are in need.  Meeting tangible, physical and emotional and spiritual needs are ways we can fulfill the great commission of growing and going.  Isn’t that the model demonstrated in Acts 2 as the church met the tangible needs of each other in the body of Christ?  

God’s ordinance in Psalm 82 is to defend and rescue those who cannot defend themselves, those who otherwise are destitute.  Who among us, who in our sphere are the weak, the fatherless, the poor, or the oppressed?  We are to deliver them from the hand of those who would otherwise exploit them.
In God’s oversight He has placed many to stand for the needy.  He had found them to be lacking in the compassion He would otherwise have them show.  He has made some sobering observations about the care provided to those in need and exacted an ordinance to implement and so it is that we come to our final point, to see God’s opportunities.  Change: defend and rescue those in need.
IV. GOD’S OPPORTUNITIES – 

Romans 12:1-13

The word hospitality here literally means the love of strangers and lent itself to receive that person as a guest.

Opportunities to show this kind of hospitality abound, both locally and internationally.  It is not my intent to say we ought to get our hands into every possible ministry we can to show and share the love of Christ.  It is my intention to have us consider what spiritual gift God has given each of us in the body of Christ, the church and how He has blessed us so that we can consider how He would have us use those gifts and blessings to further His kingdom here on earth.
You might think you don’t have much or you can’t do much but think again.  Industry terminology would have us think creatively, to think out of the box, to have a paradigm shift of ministry.
You might think about volunteering to visit patients at a nursing home.  You can talk with the activities director and see if there are patients who have little or no outside contact, few people who visit.  Some have family who stick them in a home and may seldom visit.  When my Grandfather was in the nursing home, each year they held a Christmas party in which family members could attend.  Mom would wrap up a few gifts for Grandpa and would also wrap up some lap quilts she had made and give them to the activities director to give to residents who didn’t have family and wouldn’t otherwise receive a gift.

When Mom was in the nursing home after her last surgery, a couple of times she was able to be wheeled into the dining room where she sat and played the piano for a while.  Some of the residents would gather and sing the hymns.

At VBS we took up our offerings to go for Immanuel’s child that is sponsored through Slavic Gospel Association as they provide presents and Scriptures to the children in the Slavic region that wouldn’t receive presents.  I think it’s $25 per box.

I read in Mission network news this past week of 4 women in Russia who started a ministry called “Hannah’s Hands.”  There was a crisis center that housed 20 orphaned toddlers, so kids around 2 or 3 years old.  There was only one government official overseeing 20 toddlers.  Hannah’s hands was created to assist the government person with supplemental care.  They were able to go in a cuddle and nurture them in a way they otherwise would not experience.
15 year old Barrett Mills of Holland, MI organized a 400 mile bike trip to Mackinaw City this summer.  It wasn’t because he had a lot of free time on his hands and really enjoyed biking; it was to raise money for a leprosy colony in India.  The money would buy a new vehicle to transport children to school.  He and 3 friends who rode with him raised $16,000.    
We have our caring cart and we fill the basket and give it to a local family.  Wouldn’t it be great if we filled it up several times a month to give to the needy in our area?  We are called to rescue the poor, the needy, the orphan, the weak, the oppressed.
There’s the crisis pregnancy center in Flint.  I think the Fellowship/Koinonia ministry team is thinking about some ministry to them.

From their website Grace Centers of Hope is Oakland County’s oldest and largest homeless shelter providing hope and help since 1942. Today, Grace Centers of Hope is considered one of the leading faith-based organizations in Southeastern Michigan daily confronting issues of homelessness, addiction, poverty and spiritual emptiness. On any given night, Grace Centers of Hope will accommodate between 150-200 men, women and children. Each year we serve over 127,000 meals and provide over 55,000 nights of stay.  You can check out opportunities to serve there.

Flint is home to Carriage Towne ministries, very similar to the facility in Pontiac as it spreads God’s love and shares God’s hope through faith in Christ.

So many opportunities are around.  We can’t possibly meet them all, but we can help some.

Jesus looked out into a great field ready for harvest and noticed that the laborers were few.  You and I are called to be His servants here on earth.  If God were to speak now to us, what observations would He make?
What can I do?  What can you do with the opportunities that are around us?  What can we pray about as a church or as a family or as an individual asking God to put on your heart something that will meet the needs of the orphaned, the widowed, the needy, the weak, the poor?
Matthew 25:34-46

How can we rise up to defend and rescue those who are disadvantaged or in some way taken advantage of?  Somehow, some way let’s do what we can to defend and rescue them from physical neglect and spiritual darkness.
