THE VISION OVERFLOWING
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Here in ch. 4, the book of Acts continues to give us marvelous snapshots of life among the very first followers of Jesus.  We see those first Christians worshipping God, growing un their understanding of God thru the apostles’ preaching and teaching, nurturing on another and impacting their community, and guiding & inviting new believers to their fellowship.

It seems these first Christians were an odd lot!  At least, they seemed odd and different to the people of Jerusalem and other cities in which they lived.  Early witnesses from the Roman world tell us that these first Christians impressed folk with the joy with which they worshipped, the love and care they showed to one another, and the zeal with which they proclaimed their story – that Jesus the Christ had lived & died & been raised from the dead.

These earliest Christians behaved as if the good news they were sharing about Jesus made all the difference!  They seemed to be different because of it.  Their lives and relationships were characterized by an energy, a commitment, a courage and a love that was unlike anything or anyone else.

Of course they prayed and worshipped a lot.  Of course they were generous with one another and the poor.  But, beyond that, they took Jesus so seriously that they tried to structure their community life in unusual, even revolutionary ways.

Luke tells us that part of their witness was to hold all things in common.  Apparently, when you joined this group, you actually chose to live this way.  They would “sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to  all, as any had need.”

Now, before we go making some political statement out of this, as if this verse was a Biblical case for socialism or communism, I would remind us that the Apostle Paul regularly took up collections for the Jerusalem church during his missionary journeys and he wrote to the Thessalonians, “Anyone unwilling to work should not eat.”  This in response to hearing that some among the church at Thessalonika were idle and lazy!

No, the first Christians were not trying to implement some new economic or political order.  They were simply responding with their hearts to what God had done in them and for them through Jesus Christ.  They were filled and inspired by the Gospel.

So much so that “they were of one heart and soul … and great grace was upon them all.”  That sounds like a state of affairs we all desire and to which any of us would ascribe!

These first Christians with their glad and generous hearts were simply open to what God could do in them and through them.  “With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus … there was not a needy person among them.”

When we open our selves to the presence and power of God, wondrous things can happen.  We don’t have to be eloquent or wise or beautiful or rich.  We don’t have to be experienced or learned or winsome or compelling.  The Kingdom of God has NEVER depended on such human qualities, though it can and does use them.

No, it is more a matter of putting ourselves in God’s way and trusting in the Holy Spirit. Christians have “proven” this over and over.  Faith and trust and the love of God are like a contagion that spreads from person to person.  We never know what good things may come of it!

Among the stories that make the rounds is one about the “57 cent church.”  I did some digging around on snopes.com and was referred to an old book entitled Acres of Diamonds by Dr. Russell H. Conwell – he was the pastor of the church in the story – Temple Baptist in Philadelphia. Here’s how Pastor Conwell himself tells the story in one chapter of his book

One afternoon a little girl, turned back from the Sunday School door, was crying bitterly because there was no more room.  I asked her why it was that she was crying, she sobbingly replied it was because they could not let her into the Sunday School … I said to her that I would take her in, and I did so, and I said to her that we should some day have a room big enough for all who should come.

She was a lovable little thing – but only a few weeks after that she was taken suddenly ill and died; and at the funeral her father told me, quietly, of how his little girl had been saving money for a building fund.  And there, at the funeral, he handed me what she had saved – just 57 cents in pennies.

At a meeting of the church trustees I told of this gift of 57 cents – the first gift toward the proposed building fund … until then the matter had barely been spoken, as a new building had been largely a possibility for the future.

The trustees seemed much impressed, and it turned out that they were far more impressed than I could possibly have hoped, for in a few days one of them came to me and said that he thought that it would be an excellent idea to buy a lot on Broad Street – the very lot on which the building now stands.

I talked the matter over with the owner of the property, and told him of the beginning of the fund, the story of the little girl.  The man was not one of our church, nor, in fact, was he a churchgoer at all, but he listened attentively to the story of the 57 cents and simply said he was quite ready to go ahead and sell us that piece of land for $10,000, taking – and the unexpectedness of this deeply touched me – a first payment of just 57 cents and letting the entire balance stand on a 5% mortgage!

You just never know what glad and generous hearts can do in the hands of a loving, giving, saving God!   In fact the new disciple Joseph demonstrates this lesson with his trusting generosity such that he receives a new name – Barnabas, son of encouragement!

The contemporary Christian group Casting Crowns has a wonderful song of praise and thanks to God.  The chorus of the song says:

Not because of who I am, but because of what you’ve done.

Not because of what I’ve done, but because of who You are!
Each year we journey through the story of Jesus, beginning with the celebration of his birth at Christmas, through his baptism, his calling of the disciples and the beginning of his public ministry. We witnessed mighty acts of God, even see our savior hang on a cross of shame and death.  We visit the empty tomb and hear the good news that Christ is risen.

Of all times and places, WE have the greatest reasons to overflow with the love and spirit of God, to follow and serve Jesus with glad and generous hearts, to be sons and daughters of encouragement!

It was a busy morning, approximately 8:30 am., when an elderly gentleman in his 80's, arrived at the ER to have stitches removed from his thumb. He stated that he was in a hurry as he had an appointment at 9:00 am.

They took his vital signs and told him it would be over an hour before someone would to able to see him. A nurse saw him looking at his watch and decided to evaluate his wound. On exam, it was well healed, so she got the needed supplies to remove his sutures and redress his wound.

While taking care of his wound, they talked. She asked him if he had another doctor's appointment this morning, as he seemed in such a hurry. The gentleman said he needed to go to the nursing home to eat breakfast with his wife.

He told the nurse that that she had been there for a while and that she was a victim of Alzheimer's disease.  “Perhaps she would be upset if you were a bit late?”   He replied that she no longer knew who he was, that she had not recognized him in five years now.

The nurse was surprised, and asked him, "And you still go every morning, even though she doesn't know who you are?"   He smiled as he patted her hand and said, "She doesn't know me, but I still know who she is."

Glad and generous hearts don’t just happen … we are given glad and generous hearts by a God whose Spirit overflows within us!

AMEN
 

