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“Christian Complaining”      Text – Acts 6:1-7       OT Reading – Exodus 15-17

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Things looked pretty grim in the Spring of 1940.  Hitler’s forces were on the march having already conquered a large part of Western Europe.  Over 100,000 troops of the Allied Army were stuck at Dunkirk on the French coast with the German troops advancing just miles away.  The Royal Navy had only enough ships to rescue 17,000 men and the British Parliament had been told to get ready for bad news.  However, as hope faded, a bizarre fleet of ships appeared on the horizon of the English Channel.  Trawlers, tugboats, fishing vessels, lifeboats, yachts, pleasure craft, an inter-island ferry named ’Gracie Fields,’ and an America’s Cup challenger, Endeavour, all crewed by civilian sailors, sped to the rescue.  And this ragtag armada eventually assisted with the rescue of 338,682 men and returned them home to the shores of England.  It was one of the most remarkable naval operations in history and has become known as ‘the miracle of the little ships.’
And commenting on this story, one preacher said, “The church, likewise, is God’s ragtag armada.  The church is a mix of flawed individuals on a rescue operation commissioned by God.”

And the truth of this statement is important because when we think of the books of Acts, we often think about the church described there as pretty much as good as it ever got.  
· We recall the repeated refrains about large numbers being converted including the 3000 on the Day of Pentecost, and the stories of people donating the sale price of property sold and sharing all that they had.  
· We read of fearless evangelism and a deep hunger for Bible study and prayer.  
And we can all too easily start to think of these believers as super-believers or Christian-giants, and not see that the people of this church were really little different from you and I.
In God’s providence, then, we have a story before us today that reveals that the church of Acts was also ‘a mix of flawed individuals on a rescue operation commissioned by God.’  
And this story ought to encourage us by forcing us to see, again, that the power here is not in the people but the God who works in and through the people.  
But it ought also to challenge us to see whether we have gotten used to our flaws as individuals or as a congregation, and whether they are hindering growth in the Lord’s church.  
As we listen to a sadly all too typical example of life in the church, we will need to ask ourselves if there are sins we need to confess to the Lord and to others.  

And we will need to pray that He would help us be a more effective part of the rescue operation that He has commissioned us to.
In Acts 6:1-7 then, Trouble in the Church Provides Opportunity for Growth.
And the growth we see here is firstly internal and then external.  

Now, by and large, we are trying to work through the Book of Acts a story at a time rather than a verse at a time as is often the case with the letters of Paul, for example.  But because the story we read here is so illustrative of and instructive for the church of all ages, we are going to need more than one Sunday to mine its riches.  So today we confine ourselves to just the first verse of ch. 6.  
For there, a number of lessons may be learned as we see that a problem is introduced.

1. And the first thing we note here is that we reach what is an obvious bridging point in the Book of Acts.  
a. As we have noted a few times in recent weeks, we are nearing the end of the Jerusalem section of Acts.  We are getting right into the events that will force the gospel out of Jerusalem.  And this will unfold with stories focused on three men in particular.  
i. First, Stephen in ch. 7, then Philip in ch. 8, and then Saul, or Paul as he will become known, in ch. 9.  
(1) And two of these men are introduced in this story.

ii. But also, in this situation of cultural tension that has things Greek at its very heart, and the mention of a Gentile as one of the seven appointed in v5, our thoughts are being directed towards this gospel expansion.
(1) It’s almost like Luke is dropping the G-word – ‘Gentile,’ just to prepare the soil for what is coming.

2. Well, the opening words of ch. 6 reveal that these events take place during the time of rapid church growth.  
a. It is possible that as little as 1 year goes by between the Day of Pentecost and the killing of Stephen that we read about in ch. 8.  
i. On the Day of Pentecost, we saw that 3000 were added to the church, and in ch. 4 we were told of there being 5000 men in the church.  
ii. And since then, there have been further references to growing numbers.
3. And the devil, having launched two assaults on the church from outside by way of persecution, and one assault on the church from inside by way of the example of two hypocrites, Ananias and Sapphira, again seeks to cause trouble from inside the church through the turmoil of division.  
a. And despite the fact that his efforts here seem to be thwarted by a godly response, it is to the shame of Christ’s people that division within the church, which often becomes very public, has been one of the devil’s most successful schemes for bringing shame upon the name of Jesus Christ.
i. So again, we do well to pay attention to what we read here.

ii. Let’s look then at the trouble that arises within the Jerusalem congregation.  
b. Early in the sermon series, I quoted the words of a commentator who said in relation to this spectacular church growth, “New babies mean great responsibility and a lot of work.  These newly born again believers were 3000 bundles of joy and 3000 accidents waiting to happen.”  
i. And, as we have seen, that number has swelled considerably since then, and keeps growing every day.  
(1) So there is great need for discipling in terms of doctrine and life, for young and old.
(2) There is the need for what we call counseling as the normal issues of day to day life impact upon these new believers.
(3) There is the need for effective and efficient administration as people and property are accounted for.
(4) And there is straight up need as the poor and the sick and the elderly also join the church. 
c. And in this group are a large number of widows who have no way of generating income for themselves.  
i. James 1:27 says, “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”  
(1) And James’ words are built on established OT concepts on the importance of caring for the weak and vulnerable in society. 
ii. Later in 1 Tim 5, Paul will instruct Timothy about those widows that were to be added to the church’s list.  He will say, “Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need.”  
(1) And what he says will indicate that a fairly well developed system for assessing even the need of widows was in place by that time.  
iii. But here, in these hectic and fledgling days of the new church, many of these things are being attempted ‘on the fly’ as it were.   
iv. And added to this, if the Jerusalem of that day were a member of the European Union today, it would be in the same basket as Greece is today.  
(1) Its economy was in a terrible way because of famine and other things.  
v. And Matthew 6 tells us that the Jews had invented numerous ways to get out of having to provide for their parents, such as by ‘dedicating their money to the Lord.’  “Sorry Mum, my millions are tied up in a temple trust fund!”  
vi. So there was plenty of need, including, the need highlighted here, of widows.
d. Now, there is lots of discussion about the Greek words translated here as ‘Grecian Jews’ and ‘Hebraic Jews.’  But we are not going to take the time to explore all of the possibilities.  
i. Very simply, the problem boils down to ‘us’ and ‘them.’  
(1) Most likely, Jewish women who were born and raised in places like Babylon and Susa had come home to die in Jerusalem.  
(A) The teaching of Rabbis of that time was that God gave an extra blessing to those who died in Jerusalem.  In fact, some of them said that if you did not die in Jerusalem, you had to roll there, underground, from wherever it was that you were buried, before the Lord would take you to heaven!  
(2) But because they grew up in those cities, they only spoke Greek, and the OT they used was a Greek version known as the Septuagint.  And so, they were members of Greek speaking synagogues in Jerusalem.  
(3) But the Hebraic Jewish widows were women who grew up in Jerusalem or at least in Israel somewhere, and spoke Aramaic or Hebrew, and maybe no Greek at all, and used those versions of the OT, and belonged to those synagogues.  
(4) And the general climate that existed in that time was a version of that phrase that Dutch people often jokingly say, “If ja ain’t Dutch, ja ain’t much!”  But in their case it was, “If you are not a Hebrew Jew, you are not a ‘true blue’ Jew.”  \

(A) And, whether it was real or perceived, it appears that this cultural snobbery had come into the church in that the Greek Jews believed they were missing out on their fair share.  
ii. But as I said earlier though, the basic problem here was the ‘us’ and ‘them’ problem.  And while it can get dressed up in all sorts of costumes, it is the same problem that causes such heartache in every age of the church.  
(1) It can be male or female.  It can be old or young.  It can be black-skin or white-skin.  
(2) It can be ‘inward-lookers’ or ‘outward-lookers.’  
(3) It can be ‘this type of schoollers’ or ‘that type of schoolers.’  
(4) It can be ‘intellectuals’ or ‘petrol-heads.’  
(5) It can be ‘those who hold to this particular doctrine or practise’ or ‘those who do not.’  
(6) It can be ‘those who are hospitable’ and ‘those who are not hospitable.’  
(7) It can be ‘those who attend this’ or ‘those who don’t attend this.’  
(8) The possibilities are endless.
(9) And yes, we need to realize that on this side of heaven, there will always be ‘us’ and ‘them.’  
(A) The presence of sin will affect behaviours and choices and cultural matters and language and attitudes and beliefs, and it will also affect how we react to those differences.
e. And here in Acts, the problem on view is a problem of reaction.  You see, it maybe that the Grecian Jews were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food, but it could be that they just imagined that they were being overlooked.  It may have been a one off occasion that was blown out of all proportion or it may have been a regular failing.  We are not told that an investigation of their claims was undertaken and that they were proven right.  What we are told is that some were complaining.  
i. And with this word, our biblical ears should be tingling.  Where have we heard stories about complaining before?  
(1) You see, the Greek word translated as ‘complaining’ is the same word used in the OT to describe the complaints of the Israelites against God and Moses in the wilderness.  These Grecian Jews were murmuring; they were grumbling.  
(A) One person has ‘shared’ his or her concerns with another, perhaps ‘so they could both pray about it’ or ‘share ideas on how to deal with it’ or pat each other on the back that they were not part of such sinful behaviour.  And they in turn have shared it with others to the point that now it was a public complaint.  There is a group of complainers.  
(B) But what this means, as with the Israelites in the wilderness, is that, ultimately, this is a complaint directed toward the Lord.  
(i) Whether intended as such or not, what is being said is “Lord, this is not fair!  I do not deserve to be treated this way.  Why am I not appreciated?  Why has she gotten such attention and not me?  Why should I be neglected?  Can those Apostles not see what is going on?  Are they so blind?  Are they that incapable?  Could the Lord not give us better leaders?  Lord, this is not fair.”
ii. Now, as we see in this instance, the trouble that existed became the opportunity for growth because of the God-glorifying, Christ-imitating, and Spirit led way it was handled.  But often this is not the case.  
(1) And we need to see that this sort of attitude can quickly become what the Bible calls a ‘root of bitterness.’  
(A) In Hebrews 12:14-15 we read, “Pursue peace with all men, and the sanctification without which no one will see the Lord.  See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many be defiled.”
(B) And it was a concern that this division was or would soon become a ‘root of bitterness’ that caused the Apostles do act as decisively and wisely as we shall examine next time we are together.
(2) But to see how this root of bitterness works, I can do no better than relate to you a story found in a devotional book called Romans for the Family Hour.  In it, the author, Ken Taylor, wrote; 
One hot day a family traveling down the highway between Johnstown and Jamestown stopped at Farmer Jones’s place to ask for a drink of water, which he gladly gave to them.  ‘Where are you headed?’ he asked them.  
‘We are moving from Johnstown to Jamestown to live,’ they told him.  ‘Can you tell us what the people there are like?’  
‘Well, what kind of people did you find where you lived before?’ Farmer Jones asked. 
 ‘Oh, they were the very worst kind!’ the people said.  ‘They were gossipy and unkind and indifferent.  We are glad to move away.’  
‘Well, I am afraid you will find the same in Jamestown,’ replied Farmer Jones.  
The next day another car stopped, and the same conversation took place.  These people were moving to Jamestown, too.  ‘What kind of neighbours will we find there?’ they asked.  
‘Well,’ said Farmer Jones, ‘what kind of neighbours did you have where you lived before?’  
‘Oh, they were the very best!  They were so kind and considerate that it almost broke our hearts to have to move away.’  
‘Well, you will find exactly the same kind again,’ Farmer Jones replied.
(A) You see, congregation, the truth is that within every congregation we come up and close and personal with sinners JUST LIKE US.  And most often, how we view them has more to do with ourselves than it has to do with them.  
(B) In John 17 you find what we call Jesus’ high-priestly prayer.  
(i) It is a prayer that every believer does well to regularly read and meditate on because in it He gives many wonderful assurances to His people and also expresses His desires for His people.  
(ii) And chief among them is what we find in v11 where He says, “I will remain in the world no longer, but they are still in the world, and I am coming to you.  Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name-- the name you gave me-- so that they may be one as we are one.”  
(iii) And it is the stress laid on unity that Paul takes up in Philippians 2 where he explains how it is pursued by the Lord’s people: “Then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.  Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.  Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.”
iii. So Brothers and Sisters, young people and boys and girls, when you are tempted to complain or murmur or grumble, look first within.  
(1) Have I ‘gone low’?  
(2) Am I prepared to be ‘in second place’?  
(3) Can I overlook this in love?  
(4) Is this a lesson in humility that I need to learn?  
(5) As I have been forgiven by God in Christ, can I forgive?  
(6) Is my attitude ‘the same as that of Christ Jesus?’
iv. And if after doing all of this, there is still a just criticism that needs addressing, the next question is how can I deal with it in a Christ-like manner?  
(1) Who are the appropriate people to raise it with?

(2) How can I raise this in such a way that the reputation of others is upheld and the glory of Christ is maintained?

(3) Could I offer myself as part of the solution?

· For then trouble in the church becomes an opportunity for growth.  
· Then who Jesus Christ is and what Jesus Christ has done will strengthen unity and deepen joy when ‘natural’ responses bring only division and tears.  
And when that sort of Christ-imitating grace and love and forgiveness and unity is on display among us, then the Church of Jesus Christ becomes more and more attractive in a world of rights and selfishness and broken relationships. 

May God forgive us in Christ for those times when we have complained in an ungodly manner.  

And may He make us more Christ-like for the glory of His name and the growth of His church.

Amen.
