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“Equal Concern”

1 Cor 12:24-25 … Mat 25:31-46
INT:  It’s been many years since I read the book, In His Steps, by Charles Sheldon. It was a great book. The story begins when an unemployed, homeless man knocks at the door of a popular pastor who is busy at home writing his Sunday message.  Upon opening the door, the homeless man asks for a job or if the Pastor knows of any jobs.  The man is more than willing to work for food, money, and shelter.  The Pastor says that he doesn’t have a job for the man and he doesn’t know of anybody who does. The Pastor sends the man away and thinks no more of him as he finishes what he hopes will be a stirring message. The story quickly fast forwards to Sunday morning at church. The pews are filled, the songs are sung with great enthusiasm, and the Pastor preaches another well-crafted message. As they are about to close the service, the unemployed, homeless man wanders down the aisle to the front of the church.   His physical presence stands in stark contrast with everyone else.  He is gaunt, hungry, and sickly .. dressed in well worn clothes that are tattered and torn. They, on the other hand, are well-fed, healthy looking, and dressed to the nines. As he stands before the Pastor and the people, the man tells the story of how he lost his job and has been looking for another … without success.  He explains that while he has been looking for a job, his young daughter is staying with another family.  His thoughts then begin to ramble as he asks what they meant when they sang “All for Jesus.”   He continues his lament and how no one seems to be willing to listen to him or help him.  Only a few people, like the Pastor, even bothered to listen or express any concern.  With this, the man passes out.  The Pastor brings the man into his home and cares for him for the next week.  Sadly, the man dies.  No one really knew him.  He wasn’t part of their community.  They had no obligation to him.  Yet, the Pastor comes to realize that they have failed not only this man, but Jesus.  Moved by the Spirit of God, on the very next Sunday, the Pastor invites the congregation to engage in a radical experiment with him.  He asks people to consider committing for a one year period, NOT to make any decision or take any action without first asking the question “What would Jesus do?”  … and then, act in obedience to the answer.  The rest of the book is essentially about the profound change this simple commitment brings into the lives of the five people ……………... How much do you think that commitment would change your life? 
TS:  Sheldon’s story illustrates for us how comfortable our faith can become .. and as a result, how callousness our hearts can be toward people without ever realizing it.  It further illustrates that there is no real faith without action …  there is no real love without action … and there is no real compassion without action.  Words are not enough.  Thoughts are not enough. Feelings are not enough.  OBEDIENCE to God and ACTION are the hallmarks of our faith .. REVEALING the love Jesus has poured into us …  and revealing the compassion Jesus wants to characterize His people.  
Today, as we continue our GRACISM study, we look at another challenge to extend the grace of God we know so well to everyone around us … especially with those who are marginalized or on the fringe of society … who are not the beautiful, nor the powerful … but the disenfranchised, the overlooked, and the under-resourced.   This week’s study, Chapter 9, is entitled, “Equal Concern.” In it, author, David Anderson, focuses upon the Greek word MERIMNAŌ from 1 Cor 12:25.    It means TO BE CONCERNED FOR, ANXIOUS ABOUT, or CARE FOR.  Because it is coupled with the Greek word AUTOS in the text, which means SAME, it is translated as EQUAL CONCERN.  24  But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts that lacked it, 25 so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. 1 Cor 12:24-25  Inherent within these words is not only the idea of THOUGHT and FEELING as “in caring for” or “being concerned about,” but also that such care and concern leads to action on our part.  Jesus illustrated this in the parable of the Good Samaritan who had COMPASSION for the man who had been robbed, beaten and left for dead … while 2 upstanding religious leaders walked around the man and let him lay there without so much as lifting a finger to help the man. We also see this very same principle at work in the call to compassion and action by Jesus, when he described a future end times judgment. Please open your bibles to Mat 25:31-46.
BCKGD: Jesus is in Jerusalem with the disciples.  In 3 days, he will be arrested, condemned, beaten, and hung upon the cross.  As Jesus and the disciples were leaving the temple grounds, Jesus tells the disciples that not one stone of the temple will be left upon another.  They are somewhat confused by his words … but say nothing.  As they walk a short way up the Mount of Olives … perhaps stopping near the Garden of Gethsamane, halfway up, the disciples ask Jesus what the end days will be like?  Jesus tells them that many will not be prepared for it.  But they are to be on their guard .. not merely waiting, but actively watching for the day of his return .. and until then, busy carrying on his ministry. Jesus does this through 3 parables. In the final parable Jesus tells them about how He will judge all nations and people.

TEXT:   31 "When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. 32 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. 33 He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. 34 "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. 35 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, 36 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.' 37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?' 40 "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.' 41 "Then he will say to those on his left, 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43 I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in prison and you did not look after me.' 44 "They also will answer, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?' 45 "He will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.' 46 "Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life." Mat 25:31-46 
TS: In this parable, Jesus was talking to his disciples about a judgment that he, himself, the Son of Man, will render when he comes back.  In it, Jesus said that he will judge all the nations and people into two groups as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33 He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left.  Then Jesus reveals the criteria for his judgment. He will NOT separate people out by virtue of their nationality … nor their personal status in life … nor even by their ability to quote scripture. He will, instead, judge people by the COMPASSION and LOVE they have shown.  While Jesus goes on to describe the righteous works of the sheep as expressing mercy, compassion, and love in tangible ways to the hungry, the homeless, the under-resourced, the unlovely, the unprotected and the marginalized … Jesus is NOT teaching SALVATION THROUGH GOOD WORKS.  We know this because Jesus instructed Nicodemus that salvation is based upon faith in the Son.  Whoever believes in him (the Son) is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son. John 3:18   We find additional support for this through the Bible, especially Heb 11 where we learn that the Old Testament saints were saved by their FAITH   … and Eph 2 which tells us the New Testament saints are saved by faith in Jesus Christ.  8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith--and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God-- 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. Eph 2:8-9  
So why then, does Jesus use the good works of the sheep to separate them from the goats?  The reason is because Jesus is shining a light on the sheep.  He is showing his disciples and us how the sheep are the ones who genuinely believe in Jesus.  The sheep are the ones who embody Jesus’ commands and teachings, while the goats have not. EX: Did you know, there are goats that can quote scripture. There are goats that can quoted Jesus.  There are goats that read the Bible regularly and pray every day.  They are not goats because of these things. They are goats because they fail to live out the command of Jesus to love others as yourself .  Jesus said, If you love me, you will obey what I command. John 14:15  Those who love Jesus are not disingenuous about following Jesus. Those who love Jesus, OBEY JESUS.  It is out of our love for Jesus that we are obedient to him …. and therefore have CONCERN for others that is EQUAL to the CONCERN that we have for ourselves … loving others as ourselves. IL:  Jesus taught his disciples that just as you can judge a tree by its fruit, you can also judge a person by the fruit of his life. In other words, our actions that reveal what is in our hearts.  This is why James said, As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead.  James 2:26  Our faith in Jesus, gives us a new life.  We are to exchange the old life for a new life, reflecting choices and behaviors that are more and more like Jesus and less and less like the old life.  IL: This is why Paul wrote, I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. Gal 2:20  Faith in Christ caused Paul to live his life differently.  Faith in Christ causes us to live our lives differently as well.  Out of our love for Jesus, we love others, even our enemies, demonstrating love, compassion, and EQUAL CONCERN for others. Thoughts and words are not enough.  The sheep ACT in OBEDIENCE to Jesus. The goats do not. 
In the judgment described by Jesus in this parable of the sheep and the goats, we learn two important things that relate to our Gracism Study.  First of all, out of God’s GRACE for us, Jesus wants us to ACT with equal concern for others.   If we have food and drink when others don’t, we are to share our food and drink with them.  If we have clothing when others don’t, we are to share our clothes with them.  We are to welcome and greet the stranger as we would want to be welcomed and greeted.  We are to cheer and visit the sick, the homebound, and the imprisoned as we would want to be cheered and visited. In every instance, Jesus is not describing for us the privileged class … the successful people .. the HAVES in our society. Instead, he is describing to us the marginalized, the overlooked, the under-resourced, and the disenfranchised.   Jesus is saying that in LOVING our neighbors as ourselves, we are to have equal concern for them … the marginalized .. the disenfranchised .. the overlooked, and the under-resourced,  those who speak with a different accent, those whose skin color is quite like ours, those whose words reveal a lesser education.   He wants us to especially show them his love and demonstrate equal concern for them as we might for ourselves.  We find this not only in the New Testament, but in the Old Testament. The Old Testament often speaks about it in terms of caring for the widow, the orphan, and the foreigner.  God asks us to extend the grace He has shown us by offering compassion and equal concern for them.   Further, God wants us to do so seeing them --- as equals. God loves all people equally. He died for all people equally.  EX: We can’t say God loves Italians a little more equally than the rest, can we?  When we reach out with compassion and care ….. we are to do so seeing them as being essentially like us – loved by God.  While our culture and experiences may be different, we are just like them …. standing in the need of God’s forgiveness, of God’s redemption, of God’s love, God’s grace, and God’s blessing.  Last Sunday, Bill Moore told us that we can REACH TOWARD people in three ways.  We can reach down to them.  We can reach up to them.  Or we can reach out to them.  AP:  When we reach toward the marginalized as a Gracist with equal concern, we do so in a manner that is reaching out, not reaching down as some unconsciously do.        

Second, Jesus wants us to reach out without PERSONAL GAIN as our motivation.  Jesus does not want us to treat others with compassion and care for personal recognition or personal advancement. We don’t do this because we are going to get something for it or from it.  We don’t do this we will receive some humanitarian award.  And we don’t do this because it makes us feel better about ourselves.  We do this because Jesus wants us to relate to people with EQUAL CONCERN, regardless of their station or circumstance in life.  This is why Jesus said the sheep were so unaware of how had served him. 37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?'   IL:  If you or I knew it was Jesus we were feeding or clothing, we’d probably hop right to it. No questions aksed.  Jesus is a Very Important Person.  Everyone treats VIPS with special attention and special concern.  The VIP gets the best food, while the marginalized and the under-resourced generally get the scraps and leftovers at the end of the dinner .. if there are any.  But as Jesus reveals, the sheep do not care for the marginalized and under-resourced with equal concern because they are going to get some personal reward or because those they help are important in the world’s eyes.  The sheep reach out to those who are marginalized and under-resourced because they are important to Jesus. Further, Jesus tells us that he identifies with them and that by loving and caring for them, we are loving and caring for him.   AP: When we act with equal concern for others, it is the same as acting with a PERSONAL CONCERN for JESUS.  "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.'  By expressing equal concern to others, especially those who are overlooked, vulnerable, marginalized, and disenfranchised .. we are tangibly expressing our love for and to Jesus!  IL: Martin of Tours was a Roman soldier and a Christian. One cold winter day, as he entered a city, a beggar stopped him and asked for alms. Martin had no money; but the beggar was blue and shivering with cold, so Martin gave what he had. He took off his soldier’s coat, worn and frayed as it was; he cut it in two and gave half of it to the beggar man. That night in a dream, he saw the heavenly places and all the angels with Jesus in the midst of them. Jesus was wearing half of a Roman soldier’s cloak. One of the angels said to him, “﻿Master, why are you wearing that battered old cloak? Who gave it to you?﻿” Jesus answered, “﻿My servant Martin gave it to me.﻿”
ACTION ITEM:  Be intentional about reaching out to others in need.  I want to encourage you as individuals and even with your small group to do something for others between now and Christmas that will express equal concern and live out the kingdom values of God with those who are different from you.
CCL: What does the fruit reveal about the tree of your life? Are you one of the sheep … or one of the goats?  Do you love others as you love yourself … with equal concern … or NOT?

At the beginning of today’s message I asked you what might be different about you and the life you are living if you committed to asking, “What would Jesus do?”  before you made any decision or took any action for the next year?
Maybe the more important question is how would the lives of others be different? 
And … how would the kingdom of God be furthered in the lives of others – near and far from you?
Prayer

