JUST SUNDAY
How do we serve during time of ‘social distancing’?
PHYSICALLY DISTANT // SOCIALLY INSTANT

TWO POINTS

1. WHY (serve the poor/powerless in these times)?
2. HOW (to serve the poor/powerless in these times)?
1. WHY SERVE THE POOR?
What does doing good works mean to you?

James 2:14-17 (James the ‘Just’)
14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what good[b] is that? 17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.
In other words, James is speaking about LIVING faith.  
The Reformers have famously said, “It is therefore faith alone which justifies, and yet the faith which justifies is not alone: just as it is the heat alone of the sun which warms the earth, and yet in the sun it is not alone, because it is constantly conjoined with light.”  
In the Bible, belief turns into obedience.  That is why Jesus said in Matthew 7:21, 
“21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.
What are “good works”?

James 2:14-16 alludes to it – the actual act of clothing those poorly clothed; feeding those lacking in daily food.  Isaiah 58 shows the true heart of God:
6 “Is not this the fast that I choose:
    …
7 Is it not to share your bread with the hungry
    and bring the homeless poor into your house;
when you see the naked, to cover him,
    and not to hide yourself from your own flesh? (emphasis)
Why are we fasting?  Is it just to pray the virus away?  We say we pray for the healing of those who are sick from the virus.  We say we are interceding for those who are homeless, and poor.  Yet, how is this different from what James is criticizing in James 2:16?  “Go in peace, be warmed and filled” without giving them the things needed for the body?  Would we be missing the point in this fast?  Have we been hiding ourselves from our own neighbours – praying and donating resources from afar?
Time of testing
Pre-Covid 19 -  we are not actually serving those who are in need.  We actually end up showing partiality to the wealthy.  We neglect the poor altogether.  I daresay, close to 100% of the time we spend in a week is with those within the same economic bracket.  
Given the adage “time is money”, and that we spend almost 100% of our time with the middle-class or even the wealthy, doesn’t that say a lot about our complete and utter failure at fulfilling God’s heart for the poor?  
During Covid-19, this is laid even more bare, as we hide ourselves in the comfort of our own homes and eating our own home-cooked meals; homes which many of the people on the streets don’t even have the luxury of living in; or food which they do not even have enough money to buy.  
Let’s not forget: the wealth/poverty gap in Hong Kong and across the world has always been significant. [cite Oxfam study; Gini co-efficient in HK is worse than US/Singapore]
The pandemic has been spreading since January.  It’s been three months since Hong Kong has begun practising social distancing.  NGOs and many organisations are taking a hit financially – fewer donations, people are struggling to make the same revenue as last year, fewer projects, people being laid off, etc.  
During this period, TWO things appear to be taken from us. By and large:
· We cannot really gather in PUBLIC, at least not in large gatherings; and
· We are much more financially constrained due to our businesses being worse this year. 
Surely, it is understandable that we take a break from giving to the poor?  From doing good works?  We’ve lost the means by which we can do such good works!
Yet, it is precisely because these things are taken from us, that we can now see whether what we have called “service” and “good works” previously was built on an entirely idolatrous foundation.  I realize that this virus situation has revealed two MAJOR IDOLS in the way we have served.

TWO PASSAGES:
Mark 10:17-22 – 
17 And as he was setting out on his journey, a man ran up and knelt before him and asked him, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 18 And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone. 19 You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and mother.’” 20 And he said to him, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth.” 21 And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “You lack one thing: go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” 22 Disheartened by the saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.
Jesus saw that in the rich young man’s heart.  The beautiful verse is verse 21 – Jesus LOVED him, and THEN said to him, you lack one thing.  That one thing is to sacrifice his wealth, because for this young man, that was his greatest idol.
Side note: Being wealthy is not in itself bad.  1 Timothy 6:17-19:

17 As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything to enjoy. 18 They are to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to share, 19 thus storing up treasure for themselves as a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of that which is truly life.
In other words, in this time of the virus, the OBSTACLE and IDOL of relying on one’s own wealth as a source of comfort in our times of service is taken away.

What of the 2nd idol?

Matthew 6:2 – 
Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others.  Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.  

When you give, you do it in secret.  Your Father who sees in secret will reward you.
The 2nd idol is the attention that we receive when we serve in public.  
But now we can’t even really serve in public.  It is more difficult to be seen as doing good works.  IDOL of being recognised and praised is taken away. 
The big question then is would we still serve if no-one knows about our acts of service?  Would we still serve if our wealth, our comfort, are taken from us?  As I said, I feel this period is a time of testing.  The good works we thought we had done in good times, before Covid-19, is now being tested in the fire.  We had spoken big words about helping the poor and powerless.  We may even have joined some mission trips, some outreaches here and there.  Yet, when we are in lack, do we still serve?
Blessed to be a blessing
This puts into perspective what we mean when we say, at SP, we are blessed to be a blessing.  
Yet, that is so easy to misunderstand.  “Well, how can we bless others unless we are materially blessed? etc”
Biblically speaking, being blessed does not mean we are free from harm or free from dire circumstances (financial, health, or otherwise), or that we need to be on some spiritual cloud 9, before we can serve.  
The beauty of the phrase, blessed to be a blessing, is that to understand it, all you need to do is to reverse it.  Blessed to be a blessing, and blessing to be blessed.  The ACT OF BLESSING, we shall be blessed.  In the act of service, we shall be transformed.  
Isaiah 58:10-12 
10 if you pour yourself out for the hungry
    and satisfy the desire of the afflicted,
then shall your light rise in the darkness
    and your gloom be as the noonday.
11 And the Lord will guide you continually
    and satisfy your desire in scorched places
    and make your bones strong;
and you shall be like a watered garden,
    like a spring of water,
    whose waters do not fail.
12 And your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt;
    you shall raise up the foundations of many generations;
you shall be called the repairer of the breach,
    the restorer of streets to dwell in.
ACTION then REACTION.
The contrast i.e. if we do not serve the poor/powerless, it could mean the walls remain breached, the ruins remain unbuilt, and that the streets are not restored.  
And it isn’t merely an issue of physical poverty, but also emotional and spiritual poverty.  Those of us who struggled with isolation, with depression, with negative thoughts even before Covid-19 is that much more exacerbated.  Zoom calls don’t cut it because nothing compares to physical interaction and physical intimacy.  
Yet we haven’t got to ACTION before the REACTION.  Because we spend more time discussing theology, attend HC, challenge each others thoughts and some how that alone we will become better Christians.  NO – true growth only comes when we SERVE according to God’s heart and God’s will.  Ephesians 2:10 – we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.  
Indeed, we are not saved BY good works, but we are saved FOR good works.  But why on earth would God save us, if we do not walk in the good works he has prepared for us?

And we are already equipped!  
We are taught that Scripture is all sufficient for a man of God to be complete, equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:16-17).  If anyone cleanses himself from what is dishonorable, he will be a vessel for honorable use, set apart as holy, useful to the master of the house, ready for every good work (2 Timothy 2:21).  We are ready as long as we flee from sin!  Nothing about evangelism course, nothing about doing poverty 101, nothing about studying the economic models to alleviate the poor, doing Discipleship Training School or being a YWAM worker, nothing about going to seminary.  
SCRIPTURE AND REPENTANCE = good to go.
2. HOW TO SERVE THE POOR/POWERLESS IN THESE TIMES
Physical vs social distancing

By now, I hope you are BURNING with a desire to do good works.  Because without that conviction, without that burning desire, we would only be finding excuses for NOT serving in this time of the virus.
SCMP article 25 March (https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/health-environment/article/3076804/coronavirus-hong-kongs-homeless-mcrefugees):

5 April 2020 (https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/health-environment/article/3078395/children-dog-cage-how-coronavirus-puts-asias-most):
ICM outreach – cook food and hand it out to street cleaners, workers.  It was originally meant to be a few weeks ago.  Got pushed to last Saturday.  Is now pushed even further back.  Not sure when we can even do outreach. 
I have heard it said that it is loving to be socially distant. In fact, one might even be doing God’s work by keeping the distance, flattening the curve.  There are lots of memes.  
So the question is – how can we serve the poor and the powerless, the weak and the helpless, when we are social distancing?
The problem isn’t that the answer to this question is HARD.  The problem is that the question is poorly phrased.  Because the governments of the world have used the wrong phraseology.  It should never have been labelled SOCIAL distancing.  It should simply have been labelled PHYSICAL distancing.
The govts of the world, and WHO, are telling us to keep our physical distance from one another.  To not meet in large groups for public gatherings.  It has not banned being in social contact, whether in smaller groups, whether over the internet, whether over creative means.  
In fact, if anything, this should push us to become more CREATIVE SOCIALLY.  
THAT IS WHAT I MEAN BY BEING PHYSICALLY DISTANT AND SOCIALLY INSTANT.
The increase of physical distancing in groups does not mean there are fewer social interactions.  
Let’s re-phrase – how can we serve the poor and the powerless when we are physical distancing?
That’s better.   
The legal position in HK now
Take stock the LAW in HK bans large public gatherings.  Nothing about private gatherings right now.  
This message is HK-specific.  There may be other circumstances in the States, in Singapore, in other countries which requires other forms of creativity to continue social intimacy.  

It is very easy to buy into the government’s secular philosophy.  
Exempted Group Gatherings:
· Places of work
· Health care

· Court hearings
· Funeral and limited wedding ceremonies

Of course it does not think religious activities are necessary.  But we serve a secular government, and WE ought to know that serving the POOR and the great COMMISSION is just as important, if not equal to, going to work, serving in healthcare, going to court hearings, or attending weddings and funerals.  
The question is, how do we serve without breaching the law or government policies/recommendations?  In fact, there are MANY ways.   
FAITH SHOULD NOT BE INSTITUTIONALISED
We have had the comfort of organized religion.  Of Church.  We are brought up in institutional faith.  What if in this season, the walls are crumbling down?  What if there are no house church leaders.  What if there are no pastors.  What if there are no systems.  What if there are no leaders to blame?  To place responsibility on?  All we have is the WORD.  
WE ARE TO BLAME, WE HAVE THE HOLY SPIRIT IN US AND WE ARE SUFFOCATING HIM.  OUR SPIRITS WANT TO BREAK OUT WITH HIM TO SERVE, BUT OUR EGO, OUR FEARS, OUR CONVENIENCES, OUR RELIGION, and OUR WAY OF LIFE ALL GRIEVE our spirit.  
WAIT to obey?  WHY do you assume that poor person has another day left in his/her tank?  WHY do you assume you have the luxury of time to minister to him or her?  WHY do we relegate this to the “professionals”, to the NGO workers?  Do they not also have elderlies, children, spouses, to worry about?  Did not Jesus and his disciples reach out to lepers with the risk they may also contract leprosy?
[Of course we pray for no Covid-19 – not holier than thou] Disclaimer – NEED to be careful.  I also have a pregnant wife and two kids.  I have many elderly relatives I spend time with more than a few times every week.  As Dr Mike says, BE ALERT, NOT ANXIOUS.  
If God gave us a commandment, and that the Scriptures are clear about serving the poor and powerless in person (without breaking the law), would you obey knowing that there is a risk to contracting Covid-19?
[SLIDE]
Love your neighbours / outreaches
Private gatherings – outreach and home gatherings

OUTREACH
Luke 10 – Lord appointed 72 and sent them ahead of him, two by two into every town and place where he himself was about to go.  He wanted people to prepare the way.  
Acts 13-14 – Paul and Barnabas were set apart as a powerful mission team.  Just TWO people.  (assisted by John)
[Share about experiences in Kowloon City; Central etc]

PRIVATE GATHERINGS

No law against private gatherings.  What does this mean?
IMPORTANT SIDE NOTE:  To those who have stayed at home because you have children or you have elderly.  My challenge to you is this:
· Have you witnessed to your family?  You claim you love them, yet have you shared the gospel with them at all?  
· Have you even witnessed to your co-workers (i.e. if you are forced to go to work)?  
· The honest answer to these questions will reveal where you truly stand with Jesus.
DONATE?

(10% - same people donating)
WARNING TO US ALL – are we doing the Lord’s will?  Or have we fallen asleep in this time of the virus?  
If Jesus were to come back today, and he asks, how did you spend your day ( will you tell him that we hid at home, went to work cause our boss told us to, and not even used the little time we had to physically meet with people to love on them and share the good news with them?  
Luke 12:35 – stay dressed for action and keep your lamps burning, and be like men who are waiting for their master to come home from the wedding feast, so that they may open the door to him at once when he comes and knocks.  
Are we dressed for the master’s return?  
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