FIRST RESPONDERS

A TV-Jeopardy Show question gave me the idea for a youth meeting theme. I can't remember Alex Trebek's answer, but the contestant’s correct question was "What is a first responder?"  

That night I dreamed that I was in a large city and large groups of Christian youth were milling about like they had nothing to do. I approached one of the youth and asked what was going on. He said that the youth had received invitations to a youth rally but upon arrival, they discovered that the date on the invitation was wrong. Now they had to figure out what to do or how to get back home. I assessed the situation and asked the proprietor of a large auditorium for permission to use it and he agreed (hardly likely, but this was a dream!). Then I rounded up the youth into the auditorium and woke up! I began to think of what I should have done in that situation. 

This was when I got the following idea for a youth meeting that became a memorable experience for me, but also for the youth.
I told the youth to imagine that there had been a terrorist attack in the city using poison gas. Many were sick and some had already died. Everyone was panicking and there was chaos everywhere. I then told them to divide into small groups of 5-8 persons and discuss what they should do in such a situation. They would have 15 minutes. I said that they should choose a spokesperson to report for their group. 

When the 15 minutes were up, I told the youth to return to their seats. I then asked them how their discussions went. Most complained that they had not had enough time to properly discuss how they should respond to the supposed emergency situation. Several said that they spent half or more of their time discussing how they should run their discussion group than how to deal with the emergency. I asked, “Did some person in your group take the initiative in getting discussions going? Nearly all said that this was the case. I then asked the selected group reporters to stand. I then asked the whole group to raise their hand if their reporter was also the one who had gotten discussions going. Nearly everyone said that it was! 

I explained that what the youth had discussed regarding the supposed emergency was not the primary thing that I was looking for. A proper response to the emergency is important, but it is urgent that someone takes the initiative. What people decide to do in response to a crises is important, but first responders sense urgency. The person in each group who took the initiative to get discussions going or keeping them on track was a "first responder". True first responders don't just wait for a signal or talk about what someone else should do or even discuss what they themselves should do. First responders are people who quickly assess the situation and act rationally. In each group, someone either took the initiative or suggested that someone do it. In any case, that person was a “first responder.” Urgency takes precedence to response in an emergency.

I then gave a Bible Study from Acts 16:16-40

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Do you see any first responders in this text?
Introduction:
The taking of hostages is a favorite ploy of terrorists and criminals. Bank robbers often take hostages to shield themselves from police bullets. The terrorists of 9/11 took hundreds of hostages in four passenger planes, and all of them died in crashes. Several years ago, a man took ten Amish school girls hostage and half of them were murdered. 23 Christian workers from Korea were taken hostage in Afghanistan and a couple of them were killed. Several hostages who had been held captive in Columbia for over 5 years, were finally rescued. In 1972, Arab terrorists broke into the Israel camp at the Summer Olympics in Munich, taking 11 Jewish athletes hostage. All of them were killed. We can expect to hear a lot more about hostage taking because we have not won the war on terror.

The following incident actually happened: 
· Several men take a young girl hostage.

· Although the men had already made a lot of money with their hostage, they refuse to release her.

· This takes place in public and is known to all, yet no one comes to her aid.

· Finally, two courageous young men manage to free the hostage without bloodshed. 

· Instead of being celebrated as heroes, the young men are arrested by the police, thrown into prison and treated like the worst of criminals. 

They are given no opportunity to defend themselves and no proper court proceeding. They are instead, beaten 
I.
Hostage taking is often legal
A. In many Muslim nations, taking hostages, torturing them or even beheading them, is considered good and proper treatment for those who reject Islam.  

B. It is estimated that over 400,000 girls who have been kidnapped or tricked by lucrative offers are held as prostitutes in Western Europe. No one cares. The lustful paying customers are happy about this situation as are the Ferrari-driving pimps who own them. Prostitution is a legal trade and authorities don’t meddle as long as taxes are paid. 

C. In America too, hostage taking is often legal. Public schools financed by your tax Dollars take children hostage and brainwash them. Not far from where we live, casinos take people hostage along with their money. Many of our politicians have been taken hostage by the gay and lesbian movements and the ACLU. All of us know people who have been taken hostage by tobacco companies and breweries. Now, leftist politicians are legalizing many addictive drugs. A majority of Americans are hostages of their own TV, credit card companies and the media. 

II. Christians are God’s “first reponders”
A. We are called to be “fishers of men” but it is "catch and release." Like Christ, our goal is to seek and to save that which is lost. We seek to rescue Satan’s hostages from the brink of hell. Luke 4:18; 5:31-32
B. We call this “missions” or “evangelism.” That is the primary purpose of the church. If it were not for our God-given mission to free hostages, Jesus would have taken his disciples into heaven with him at his ascension. 

C. There is no shortage of hostages that need freeing. There are plenty of people to fish. Even in America. In other countries, the need is far greater.  Ampflwang, where we last served, has one of the highest percentages of born-again Christians in Austria -  around 1%.  

III. Hostages don’t always want to be freed

A. Jesus said that the fields are white unto harvest

1. That is the opinion of the gardener or farmer, not the plants! 

2. When a pig farmer says his pigs are ready for the slaughterhouse, that is not necessarily the opinion of the pigs! 

3. Back in the 60s, 70s and 80s, few Russians wanted to be freed from the rule of Communism. The citizens were brainwashed into thinking that they were better off and that American capitalism was much worse. 

4. Iraqis rejoiced in the overthrow of Sadaam’s government, but most of them don’t want democracy. They want their own brand of dictatorship, either Shiite, Sunni or Kurdish.  

5. Doctors agree that cigarettes, alcohol and hard drugs can lead to addicton, poor health or even death, but the users don’t want to be freed including many of these doctors.

B. Few sinners are looking for salvation. 

1. They cry out for money, for things, for freedom to do as they please, and they may yearn for sympathy, but seldom for salvation. It happens but is extremely rare. 
2. I operated a print shop in Austria for many years. We printed evangelistic literature, but never expected the unsaved to pay the printing costs.  It was difficult enough to find Christians willing to pay.

C. John has much to say about this situation:

1. John 1:5-11: And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not… v.10-11: He was in the world, and the world was made by him, and the world knew him not. He came unto his own, and his own received him not.
2. Chapter 3:19-20: And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved.
3. Chapter 12:35: for he that walketh in darkness knoweth not whither he goeth.
IV. Freeing hostages can be dangerous! READ Acts 16:19-24 
A. Paul had quite a criminal record!  II Cor. 11:23-33 (my paraphrase): 
Besides all his hard labours, he received many beatings; 3 times with rods, 5 times 39 lashes with the cat o’ 9 tails (maximum allowed by law), frequently in prison (When Paul came into a town, he didn’t ask where the Holiday Inn was located. He asked what the jail was like!), often close to death. He was stoned, shipwrecked 3 times and even spent a day and night adrift at sea. He was constantly in great danger in all his missionary journeys; whether in cities or the desert; on the road or at sea. He was threatened by robbers, by the heathen, by fellow Jews and by false brethren. He knew what it was like to be totally exhausted, to suffer intense pain, to experience hunger and thirst; and to be stripped naked and locked in a clammy, cold prison cell. Besides all that he willingly brought discomfort upon himself with frequent fasting, praying through the night, preparing sermons and writing epistles in spite of his poor eyesight. Then there was the constant care for all the churches he planted and visited, not to mention the offenses he suffered inwardly when falsely accused, slandered and mistreated. In what seems like an afterthought, Paul adds, “In Damascus the governor sent a garrison to apprehend me, but I was let down in a basket through a window in the wall and escaped.”
B. Are you more concerned about your own comfort or what people think of you than the plight of Satan’s hostages?

1. Acts 16:13:  The first thing Paul did when he got to Philippi was attend a women’s prayer meeting on the Sabbath day (Jews). Do you attend prayer meeting, or do you consider that something for women and seniors?
2. Secondly, Paul shared the gospel of Jesus Christ with the people of Philippi. He taught them the Word of God and a revival broke out! A Turkish woman named Lydia was saved first and then her family and probably others.

3. Paul’s third step was conducting a baptismal service. Hey, they were meeting down by the river! How convenient! 
4. Lydia decided the riverside was not the best place to meet, so she invited everybody to her house. According to verses 16-18, they were soon meeting daily for prayer. 

C. It was on the way to prayer that Paul and those with him kept meeting this girl possessed of an unclean spirit. 

1. How did Paul know that? Read verse 17! 
2. The devil sometimes goes around like a roaring lion, but he more often comes as an angel of light or camouflaged as one of the sheep of the fold, singing worship songs and talking piously. 

3. The devil likes Halloween. When I ask Christians “What is October 31?” they always reply, “Halloween.” Christians in Europe have four special holidays: Christmas and Easter are two of them. The other two are Pentecost weekend and Reformation Day – on October 31. 

D. How would you have reacted in this situation?  

1. None of my business! 
2. Mention it in prayer meeting. 

3. “Someone should do something! It shouldn’t be allowed..” 
E. Verse 18: Only one proper reaction: To act in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

1. In order to do this, we must have a right relationship with God. 

2. There is not always time to pray, seek God’s will or to set things right with others when opportunity knocks. 
3. Paul was disturbed, but what about his colleagues?  Someone had to take the lead, to motivate. 

V. Freeing Hostages demands faith
Acts 16:25-40: Where was God in all this?

A. Martyr complex? Resignation? Anger? Frustration? NO! They sang hymns all night long!

B. They might have argued, “I tried to do the right thing, but it didn’t help! God failed me!” Most Christians react differently in difficult situations. If it was me instead of Paul, Acts 16:25-27 might read as follows: 
"The disciples grumbled and complained about the injustices they were experiencing until the other prisoners told them to shut up so they could get some sleep. At midnight there was suddenly a great earthquake. At first the Christians thought, “Now we are going to die! Doesn’t God care about us at all?“ 

When the earthquake subsided, the Christians saw that their chains had fallen off and all the gates and doors were ajar. “Finally,” they said, “God has come to our aid!” In a moment, they stood up and fled from the prison as fast as their legs could carry them. The other prisoners also fled and when the keeper saw it, he drew his sword and committed suicide. 

The other prisoners, the jailor and his family, and everyone else involved in this terrible incident were eternally lost. No church was founded in Philippi and the disciples asked each other why God allowed all this to happen.

The disciples were soon reunited with their friends, families and church. They shared their experiences and everyone agreed, “Let that be a lesson to us all. Don’t ever try to free hostages!” 

Fortunately, Paul was not like most of us. In verse 21, the masters of the possessed girl argued that they were Roman citizens and Paul was a Jew. Paul could have shown the authorities his passport and everything would have been okay! You don’t throw Roman citizens in jail without a fair trial or mistreat them! Later on, Paul did show the authorities that he was a Roman citizen. He waited until the timing was right and it was beneficial for the new Church in Philippi.

Conclusion:

We Christians have three major problems: 
Problem Nr. 1 is our lack of trust in God. 

Oh, we believe in God, but we don’t trust him! If we trusted God, we would obey him. 

Instead of obeying God, we live under Murphy’s Law -- We don’t expect God to give victory. 

We want instant gratification of our personal needs and wants, but we don’t trust God to supply them. We think we have to do it ourselves even though he promised he would care for it (Matthew 6:33; Phil. 4:19).  
Problem Nr. 2 is our self-centeredness. 

We are not God-focused, but rather obsessed with our image and reputation in the world. 

We care more about what others think of us than what God expects of us. 

We are thankful for our salvation, but really don’t care that millions of others are eternally lost. 

Like Jonah sitting under the gourd, we say, “I knew all along that this job stinks! First the storm, then the fish and the vomiting. Finally, God changed his mind and isn’t going to destroy those horrible sinners after all!”  

Sign in Flemington at the outbreak of the war in Iraq: “Kill them all – let God sort it out!”
Problem Nr. 3 is idolatry.

Since retiring from missionary service in Austria, we have been involved in a recruiting ministry. I must confess that we are not very successful, mainly because of idolatry.  You may think that idolatry is a sin of the ancient Babylonians and Persians, but it is also the greatest sin in America, even among Christians!

The New Testament defines idolatry as materialism – greed – covetousness (I Corinthians 10:7 & 14; Ephesians 5:5; Colossians 3:5). In Acts 17:16, we find Paul in Athens. When he looks around the city, his reaction is similar to his reaction when he saw the girl being held captive by the devil. “His spirit was stirred in him when he saw the city wholly given to idolatry.” 

Young people are generally obsessed with material things. And the reason for this is often the attitudes of their parents, who worship gods of gold, silver, stone and wood. They bow in obeisance to gods made by men rather than becoming conformed to God’s image. Like the rich farmer of Luke 12, they say to their soul, “Soul, thou hast much goods laid up for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink, and be merry.”
Revelation tells us that we are to be “overcomers.“ Christians must learn to overcome these three major problems. How did Israel overcome idolatry in the Old Testament? They smashed their idols, ground them to powder and spread the ashes on the graves in Kidron Valley!  Jesus said in Matthew 18:8-9: “Wherefore if thy hand or thy foot offend thee, cut them off, and cast them from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life halt or maimed, rather than having two hands or two feet to be cast into everlasting fire. And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast into hell fire.”
Concluding thoughts:
We hear much about first responders these days. The term was probably coined long before 9/11, but it has since become familiar vocabulary to all. It generally refers to policemen, firemen and other emergency workers.  

Disasters and other emergencies are seldom expected. It takes a while for emergency workers to get into place. After a catastrophe, people start asking, "Where are the first responders?" They may even get angry if they don't appear on the scene fast enough.

In reality, however, policemen, firemen and emergency workers are seldom first or even second responders. They hold official positions, either paid or voluntary. They wait for orders before moving into action. Before that can happen, several people must respond: there are witnesses, those who assess the situation, others who report the incident to a proper authority. Anyone making a 911 call will be asked a number of questions before anything happens. They want to know the caller's name, address and phone number. Only after the emergency can be verified or at least the likelihood of an emergency situation is ascertained, will orders be given to those so-called "first responders." 

The Christian who was on that ill-fated flight that went down near Pittsburgh on  9/11 was a first responder, but everyone on board the plane died.
Airline Captain, Chesley Sullenberger III, gained international fame when he successfully ditched US Airways Flight 1549 on the Hudson River near Manhattan in 2009. Captain Sullenberger is given credit for the survival of his crew and 155 passengers, but nobody would call him a first responder. How many pilots have avoided hitting a flock of geese by expert maneuvering that we never heard of? Their correct reaction to a crisis situation may have avoided disaster, but they are considered neither heroes nor first responders.
In 1999, Serbs attacked Kosovo with the intent of annihilating the people. They burned cities and villages, raped the women, tortured and killed the men in what is now called "ethnic cleansing." Over a million Kosovo refugees fled for their lives to neighboring countries, half of them sought refuge in the border city of Kukes, Albania. Most of these refugees were Muslims, but the local mosque was locked up to keep out refugees. Many were starved, injured or sick and no one wanted anything to do with them. It took weeks for large help organizations like the Red Cross to arrive, but a group of young Christians in Kukes, recently converted Muslims themselves, became "first responders." They quickly sized up the situation, organized a field kitchen and headed for the border where they greeted refugees with hot soup. By the time the big relief organizations began to function, this handful of Christians had already saved many lives, set up camps and administered the most urgent aid. Even after the large organizations started to assume this responsibility, the Christians had a well-organized operation in the church’s kitchen, filling thousands of baby bottles a day with formula for infants. 

True first responders don't just talk about what someone else should do. They don't wait for orders, but quickly assess the situation, pray and decide on a plan of action, and follow through. 

We once had a drama presentation in our youth center in Austria. A spokesperson placed a chair in center stage, explaining that the chair represented the ledge of a high building. One of the actors climbed up on the chair and said that he was tired of living and wanted to jump and end his life. Other actors used different arguments to try to dissuade him from jumping with no success. The spokesperson then asked the audience if someone wanted to try to convince the guy not to jump. Several went up and tried different arguments with no success. Finally, a big, husky girl who was there for the first time went forward, grabbed his arm and yanked him off the chair! She was the first responder; all the others did was talk!
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