7
Fellowship Bible Church 10/16/2011 Pastor Howie Wideman


Be Caring
Acts 28:1-10

Anymore and all too often fall is a reminder to me of the reality that the cold and harshness of winter are just around the corner.  With its bitter winds and piles of snow I don’t relish the idea much of shoveling the driveway or traveling icy roads or bundling up just to stay warm.  There was a time when I looked forward to fall.  The mixture of warm, gentle breezes, the changing display of colors hanging brilliantly on trees, and the outdoor aroma often associated with harvest time bring fond memories.  

Fall was the time when I looked forward to cross country running through the woods of some remote area or over the manicured acres of a golf course.  An early Saturday morning drive in the mist of a light fog would evaporate in the warmth of an October sun that pierced through leaving in its stead a fine dew.  The crisp autumn air had a fresh scent of pine, oak, and maple.  Often at a large invitational mixed in with natures fragrance was the hint of some spectator smoking cherry flavored tobacco along with the distinct minty aroma of an athlete who had rubbed his limbs with the warming gel of Kramer of Gesick.  

Groups of runners would be in various spots around the starting line warming up.  Each in their respective school colors they were tending to the business of preparing for the race to come.  Some were huddled in circles as they went through the routine of stretching in sync to the cadence of a captain who was counting out the stretch they were holding.  They looked like a team of synchronized swimmers going through their routine on land.  Other teams were more loosely organized.  They too were in a group but each going through their own unique stretching regimen.
There was the low din of chatter among teammates and last minute instructions given by coaches to encourage and challenge his runners.  With about five minutes to go before the start of the competition, the race coordinator would bark orders to the runners to begin organizing around the start line.  He would command their attention with last minute instructions before he raised the gun and pulled the trigger that would sound the start of the race.  Even in the wide open spaces of outdoors there was silence for a moment.  The only sounds might be the chatter of birds flitting about or the squawk of honking geese overhead, but nothing else before the echo of the gun propelled dozens of runners forward.  Then the crowd would come to life cheering on their team as the sound of hundreds of feet pounding the grassy course could be heard as if there was a wild stampede.
Each runner jostling for position would sink into himself and the rhythm of his race.  He would become lost in his own world listening to his breathing, checking his pace, observing his position in relation to the course that lay ahead.  As if deaf, you become oblivious to the noise of others around you because you are running within yourself.

That must have been how it was for Josh Ripley.  He was competing in a Junior Varsity 2 mile cross country race in Minnesota this year.  What he heard awakened him from his keen sense of competition.  Maybe at first he was dreaming what he heard, but then he heard it again.  It was the distinct sound of someone crying out in agony.  The focus of his race immediately changed as he noticed another runner, another competitor lying near the trail calling out for help.  Other runners continued on with their race, but not Josh.  He observed blood coming from the other runner’s ankle.  
A two mile race only lasts about 10-12 minutes.  He could have finished the race and informed course officials of the injured runner.  Instead he went over to the other competitor and picked him up and carried him a ½ mile back to the starting line to his coaches and family. Only later did he find out that the injured runner had been spiked requiring 20 stitches.  Most runners passed him by.  Most runners who may have helped would have called it a day and put on their sweats, but not Josh.  After making sure the injured runner was cared for he headed back onto the course and finished the race.  
Over the past number of weeks we have been pondering how we should act through the empowering work of the Holy Spirit in bearing the name of Christ to people who need to hear about the saving grace of God through Christ.  How should we respond when the storms of life perilously swirl around us?  We have seen that we should

be courageous,

be confident,

be consistent,

be clear,

be concerned,
be comforted,

and be connected.

Turn with me in your Bibles today to Acts 28.  We’ll be looking specifically at verses 1-10 in this final chapter of our two year study in Acts.  From this passage we want to consider that we are to be caring.

The ship chartered for Rome has endured two weeks of relentless storms with hurricane force winds.  The sailors sensed land was nearing so they prepared themselves as best they could for what might come to pass.  They hoped for the best and prepared for the worst.  They had done all they could, now it had come down to trusting prisoner Paul who had assured them through a vision from God’s angel that they would all make it out of this storm alive.  The first recorded incident of surfing in the Bible takes place as those who couldn’t swim grabbed hold of planks from the ship to ride the waves while others swam to shore.  Chapter 27 ends with everyone reaching land safely.
Tired, hungry, wet, cold, that’s how I imagine them wading up to the beach falling to the ground utterly exhausted from their harrowing experience.  They were met with an unusual sight.  Only then did they find out that the place they were now resting was the island of Melita or Malta as it’s known today.  The KJV refers to the islanders as Barbarous people.  We might take that to mean they were savage and uncivilized.  That’s probably how the first travelers to the new world found the Indians when they first arrived on the shores of this continent.

In Paul’s day the term Barbarian wasn’t in reference to a savage people who were ruthless and without moral principle but rather was a term used to define those who didn’t speak the Greek language.  The island of Malta had been settled centuries earlier by Phoenicians and even though this island located south of the toe of Italy and under the umbrella of the Roman Empire, they still spoke only the Phoenician dialect.
Yet notice what unfolds in this passage that is of importance and application for us today.  Read verse 2 with me.  “The islanders (those Barbarians) showed us unusual kindness.”  Everyone say KINDNESS.  (7 of you are with me.)  Everyone say kindness.  Sometimes we think of something unusual as being peculiar or odd.  Webster’s defines it as something that is not common, rare or exceptional.  They went above and beyond what might have been considered normal or logical behavior in how they treated these survivors.  Say that with me – ABOVE and BEYOND.

We only get a small picture of some of the things they did for these shipwrecked survivors.  Notice what they did.  They built a fire.  Have you ever thought that some of the simplest acts of kindness you show to someone else can be unusual or exceptional?  In a day peppered with selfishness, simple acts of kindness are a welcome and unusual sight.  You’re in the checkout line with a cart of groceries and a young mother comes up toting an infant or an energetic toddler. You notice she has only a couple things and decide to let her go ahead.  You’re in the parking lot and notice an elderly couple struggling to get their groceries in the trunk.  You fix a meal for someone who has been sick or call someone on the phone who you noticed at church seemed to be a little down.  Simple acts can of caring can have a profound impact.
These islanders built a fire.  Remember that it was November.  How many of you think that if you’re tired and wet and cold would find a fire to be just what the doctor ordered?  1/2 of you.  Why did they build a fire?  Our passage says it was cold and rainy.  
Notice what else they did?  They welcomed all the survivors.  The KJV uses the word everyone.  Everyone say everyone.  Everyone.
Here’s our first point.

I. CARING IS INCLUSIVE

Does everyone leave out anyone?  Everyone was welcomed, everyone was received.  In the Greek it’s proslambano and it’s a compound word made up two words – pros – to take and lambano – self.  Put it together and it means to take to one’s self.  To receive.  It might not mean anything to you but it’s in the middle voice signifying a special interest on the part of the receiver.  When Paul wrote to Philemon about his slave Onesismus he encouraged Philemon to welcome or receive his slave back as if he were welcoming Paul.

The word literally means to take beside or to draw to oneself, to lend a hand.  When it came to aiding these survivors the islanders didn’t differentiate between them and show them different kinds of care, they were all welcomed and all cared for the same way.  I don’t know if the prisoners were shackled or if they had some mark indicating they were prisoners or if they wore striped prison garb or bright orange jumpsuit.  No one was treated differently.  They didn’t give the Roman soldiers or the captain preferential treatment by ushering them to some tent that would get them out of the rain or give them all a set of dry clothes to change into.  They didn’t have a special cart with hot cocoa and warm bagels while the prisoners had to sit out in the elements with just an old rain barrel to drink from and stale bread to share.  Everyone received the same care.  Soldier, sailor, prisoner – they were all treated alike, they were all welcomed.
James 2:1-10

How are we doing when it comes to showing kindness and providing care for others?  Do we show favoritism?  Are we more willing to care for someone who looks like us, smells like us, behaves like us?  Do we care only for those who would in turn care for us?  Caring is inclusive.

There’s a second thing we should notice in this passage about caring.  It’s also found in verse 2.  I’m not sure we want to hear this one, but I’ll give it to you anyway.
II. CARING IS INCONVENIENT

Everyone say INCONVENIENT.  It means not favorable to one’s comfort, something that causes trouble, a bother, unhandy.  Just hearing the word sends shivers down our spine and elevates our blood pressure.  I’m sure at some point or other in our lives we have been inconvenienced.  How do you respond in such occasions?  What would you rather do, avoid such times or move forward even though you know it will mess up your plans?  
These survivors come up to shore one by one or in small grops.  There were 276 of them.  The islanders may have thought it was going to be a long morning.  But I suspect given what Luke says about being welcomed that they showed no hint of being inconvenienced even though they were.  It doesn’t sound like they were put out.  We don’t hear about anyone complaining about why in the world a boat was out on the sea at a time when travel was treacherous.  
Our verse tells us that it is both raining and cold.  It’s early in the morning.  These islanders could have chosen to stay in a warm, dry house or could have chosen to stay in bed and get some more sleep but they went out and endured the same elements these survivors were in to care for them.  Being inconvenienced didn’t matter to them.  It was the right thing to do.
I remember a Saturday before Robyn and I were married when she drove down to Ann Arbor to visit.  We were on our way to something or coming back from something.  We pulled up behind a car at a stop light.  There was an elderly man at the corner of the intersection.  He looked like he could have been homeless, he wasn’t well kept.  He was near the curb and was attempting to walk but he was just stumbling along.  He looked drunk.  He was so near the curb that it looked like he might stumble into traffic.  At the same instant Robyn and the man in the vehicle ahead of us dashed out of their cars and to the side of the man.  They eased him to the sidewalk and began to talk with him.  They found out he had a broken leg or hip and he was trying to get to the hospital on foot.   By this time the light had turned green and the drivers behind us started honking their horns.  Their inconvenience drew a different response.  Robyn helped the other motorist get the man into his vehicle so that the man could take him to the hospital.

I don’t know where that driver was headed but the care for that man was an inconvenience, but one he was willing to take to get proper care for this person.  He didn’t know his name, didn’t know where he lived, didn’t know if he had any family.  All he knew is that the man needed help.
We read in Luke 10 that one day a smart-alecky lawyer approached Jesus with a question about how he could have eternal life.  He did it to bait Jesus.  Jesus answered the man with a question: what does the law say?  The man said to love the Lord with all your heart, soul, mind and strength and to love your neighbor as yourself, to which the lawyer asked who his neighbor was.  Jesus then shared a story about a man who was on a journey and fell among thieves and was severely beaten, left half dead in the ditch.  Two fellow countrymen came by independent of each other and passed by.  Both were very religious but were unwilling to assist the man because it would inconvenience them.  They would possibly become ceremonially unclean, or it would delay them from getting to the Temple to worship God or they might be attacked as well if they stopped to assist the man, so they kept going, unwilling to get involved.  But along came another man, a man from another country, culturally an enemy.  He saw the plight of the individual and did what he could to assist him.  He cleaned and bandaged his wounds, helped him up on his donkey, took him to an inn and instructed the keeper to care for him providing whatever was necessary to get him back on his feet.

How many would say the man was inconvenienced in his actions?  He had to walk instead of ride to town however far it was.  He used money that maybe was going to buy him a new suit or pay for his own lodging and meals.  It may have delayed his arrival to wherever he was going.  
Caring for someone will cost us something.  Remember there were 276 survivors to care for.  That was no small feat.  There wasn’t a sea side steak and shrimp restaurant nearby to get provisions, no fast food joint to order happy meals, they had to bring stuff and a lot of stuff down to the beach.  It was just as cold and rainy for them as it was for the survivors.  Are we willing to be inconvenienced?  Are we willing to go out of our way?  Are we willing to pay a cost?  We might have to give up a Saturday of doing our own chores around the house or give up some money we were going to use for something we wanted to buy or you fill in the blank.  Caring is inconvenient.  Think about Jesus coming to earth and living among us and then dying for us.  How many would say it was perhaps inconvenient for Him?  He did it willingly in order to welcome those who receive Him.
Beginning in verse 3 and following there is a shift from the islanders to the Apostle Paul.  He gives us another lesson about caring.
III. CARING IS INTENTIONAL 

Everyone say INTENTIONAL.
Paul was just as tired and hungry and wet and cold as the rest of them were, yet there he is going around picking up sticks to stoke the fire to keep it going so they could get dried and stay warm.  He wasn’t content to just sit around the fire roasting marshmallows singing “Cumbaya”.  

In his second letter to the Corinthians of himself he said, “for we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord and ourselves, your servants for Jesus sake.”  Paul had a servant’s heart.  He saw a need and he did what he could to meet it.  No one had to ask him to do something or tell him what to do.  It wasn’t a perceived expectation of the prisoners.  He didn’t claim his Roman citizenship as a way of getting out of work.  He determined to serve others, to meet a tangible need they had.  He was intentional. 
In my years of working in Ann Arbor, one of my job responsibilities was to incorporate a new safety program.  I was sent to a weeklong seminar to provide me with the tools necessary to begin this safety initiative on site.  The program was called Actively Caring and was developed by a couple of professors in the behavioral sciences division of the psychology department of Virginia Tech.  The company is called Safety Performance Solutions.  The premise of the program is to review work areas and determine where there might be potential for a work based injury.  Through investigation each work team would develop a short list of potential work hazards that at any given time a person could observe.  A check list was used and permission given to observe the individual performing his or her duties.  Using the check list they would observe how the person worked around potential pinch points in the machinery; were they wearing personal protective equipment and wearing it properly; did the motions they were making during the operation of their job have a risk potential to injure a back from twisting or bending.  The idea was that if we actively or intentionally cared for a co-worker we could reduce the risk of an injury that would have ramifications for the individual and the company.
Do we care about others enough to actively care about their well-being?

Through the initial startup of the safety process, I got acquainted with our representative from the company.  She came on site to get things rolling and also go through a training module with those of us who would then be teaching the rest of the company.  After I left Ann Arbor I didn’t have any contact with her for several years.  One day in going through some old files I came across her email address so I just sent her a note.  It was just on a whim.  We began to converse by email periodically.  When I told her of my work as chaplain with hospice and then in ministry as a pastor she began to ask questions.  She had been searching for spiritual truth and in some indirect way I was able to see her embrace Christ as Savior.  She had a lot of questions.  

What might have happened had I not taken the step to be intentional in contacting her?

Over these several years that we have corresponded she has shared about the dementia that has gripped her mother and how when she is able and her travel schedule allows she visits her Mom as much as she can to care for her.  She also has told me of how she is intentionally caring for the two daughters of her niece.  They have very little and she buys them school clothes and other things.  But she doesn’t stop there.  Her niece is in the latter stages of MS and is bed bound.  She regularly goes to see her and even though she has had a long day of consultation, she spends a couple hours sitting with her niece reading from the Bible at times and every time she visits, she takes the arms and legs of her niece and massages them and exercises them because her niece cannot.  Anne goes above and beyond in practicing the name of the company she works for by ACTIVELY CARING.  SHE IS intentional.
There are many opportunities around us to demonstrate an intentional act of caring for others.  Sometimes they are spontaneous.  At other times they are planned.  Dropping off groceries to a needy family.  Raking the leaves for an elderly couple.  Babysitting for a single mom so she can go out and shop or spend an evening out.  Dropping a note to a college student.  There is never a lack of opportunity to help care for someone.  The only lack is our desire, our heart, our intentional act to care for others.

James makes it very clear that our doing good works is a way that demonstrates there has been a life altering experience of faith in Christ.  If we have been truly transformed by the saving grace of God, an obvious evidence of that is our caring for others by doing good deeds.  (James 2:1-10; 14-20)

Take our prayer sheet for example.  As you read through it consider doing more than just praying for those individuals.  Is there some tangible way that you can demonstrate the love of Christ by caring?  There are people who are ill or injured who may need things done around the house or errands run.  You may know the family and show your care by going to relieve a care giver so that person can get a break.  

There are folks who are unemployed. There are people who have experienced the loss of a loved one.  They might be lonely, they may have bills they can’t pay.  Don’t assume that family members will do it.  James ends chapter 1 by stating that “religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress.” (James 1:27a)
I have come to firmly believe that people don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.  I’m even more convinced that people don’t want to listen to you about your Jesus unless you have first demonstrated through acts of caring who Jesus is.  Didn’t Jesus demonstrate His care when He came to die on the cross?  But He showed how much He cared long before that act of redemption.  Daily He served others.  He spoke to the social outcasts, He ministered to the down trodden, He healed the untouchables.  The King of kings donned a towel and washed feet.  Caring in every real sense of the word demands a spirit of humility.  Here is Philippians 2:3-4 in the NLT “Don’t be selfish; don’t try to impress others.  Be humble, thinking of others as better than yourselves.  Don’t look out only for your own interests, but take an interest in others, too.”  That’s intentionality.
In the discourse that we call the Sermon on the Mount Jesus gave this instruction that carries through to us today: “let your light so shine before others that they may see your good works and glorify God.”  (Matthew 5:16)

Writing to the Galatians Paul encouraged us not to become weary in doing good – in essence in caring for others.  (Galatians 6:9-10)
What do you think of when you hear the word care?  Doing something for others?  Helping them with some need?  It does encompass those thoughts and actions.  But consider this as well, while it means showing earnest concern, the word originally meant to be anxious about, to be concerned for something.  When you are doing something for someone else you are helping to carry their burden, shoulder their anxiety.  That’s what Peter meant when he told us to cast our care (anxiety) on Jesus because He cares for us.  (I Peter 5:7)
Caring is inclusive.
Caring is inconvenient.

Caring is intentional.

Caring is impressionable.

IV. CARING IS IMPRESSIONABLE

A lot happens after verse 3.  As Paul is picking up sticks to place on the fire, a viper that had been lethargic from the cold suddenly comes to with the warmth of the fire and jumps out latching onto Paul’s hand.  The superstitious islanders thought Paul was guilty of some murder and though he escaped the sea was now going to get his just due by the goddess of justice.  They follow Paul around expecting at any moment the poison is going to take effect and he’s going to swell up and keel over.  When that doesn’t happen they all think he’s a god.  Word on a small island travels fast and somehow Publius, the governor of the island hears and invites the group up to his estate near the beach.  His care was the same as that of the rest of the islanders. He welcomed them with hospitality.  Paul found out that the father of Publius was very sick and offered to pray for him and the guy was healed instantly.  How many think that would leave an impression?  Remember that all along we have been saying that miracles substantiate the authoritative message about salvation.  Though Luke does not mention it, I believe Paul took the opportunity to preach Christ.  How else would he refute their claims that he was some sort of god and to what else could he attribute this miraculous healing.  Good news travels fast on a small island and everyone who was sick came to see Paul.  The indelible impression that was left on this tiny island was made possible because of God’s grace being extended to them that they should be healed.   
To further support the kind of unusual care these barbarians provided, they put up the 276 survivors for three months and when they were ready to travel again, they showed additional and unusual kindness by outfitting the ship with provisions for the remainder of their journey.  

They weren’t the sort who took advantage of a calamity.  They didn’t come to the beach to plunder the wreckage but to provide for the weary.  They didn’t give so they could get.  If I’m caring for others in the right way, I won’t bring attention to myself, it will be a means for others to see and give glory to God.  Remember, Jesus came to serve, should we do no less?  Paul’s admonition to Titus was to remind us that we were redeemed by Christ from all wickedness and that in so doing He not only purifies us through that redemption, but also makes us a people zealous or eager to do good works.  (Titus 2:14) The writer of Hebrews asserts that in our coming together to worship part of our responsibility toward each other is to encourage each other to do good works (Hebrews 10:24).
Leave an impression that points them to God.
I want to close with one final thought about caring.  It is this:

V. CARING IS IMMEASUREABLE

Only in eternity will we understand the full scope of the impact we may have had in the life or lives of those we cared for.  Again it was the writer of Hebrews who stated that “God is not unjust; He will not forget your work and the love you have shown Him as you have helped His people and continue to help them.”  (Hebrews 6:10)  God sees and takes note of your acts of caring and in His time, you will be rewarded.
Matthew 25:34-40

In what tangible way will God use you to care for someone this week?  It may be some physical or emotional need.  It may be some spiritual need.  Allow His grace to continue to work in you and through you.  
It was an unusual act of kindness that led Josh Ripley to help out on that 2 mile course.  Is that kind of caring spirit in you?  We are to be caring.
