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“Election Lessons”      Text – Acts 6:2-4       OT Reading – Exodus 18

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
When we were last together I introduced the sermon with the story of the miracle of the little ships.
In that story, all sorts of regular ships, like life-boats and fishing boats, crewed by people who were not in the military, assisted the British navy to help nearly 400,000 soldiers return from France to England when it looked like many of them might perish there.  
And one preacher, borrowing the description of those ships as a ragtag armada, 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 we noted this in connection with the church here in Acts because we can make the mistake of thinking that the church in Acts was made up of super-believers rather than people who were really little different from you and I.  

The truth is, though, that they, like us, were not immune from sin.  They too needed the grace of God and the wisdom of God to respond to issues that that arose in the life of the church.
And so, this story serves to challenge us as to our willingness to seek the wisdom of the Holy Spirit when such wisdom is needed.
Here in Acts 6, then, Trouble in the Church Provides Opportunity for Growth.
And last time, as we considered v1, we saw that a Problem was introduced.  
1. In a situation of rapid growth the problem of ‘us’ and ‘them’ had arisen.  
a. The Grecian Jews complained that their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food in comparison with the Hebraic Jews.  
i. Essentially, one group of believers was looking at another group of believers and saying, “This is not fair!”, which led to complaining.
ii. And we noted that this is an all too common problem in the church which if allowed to fester can cause division.
iii. And so, we looked at this problem and asked the Lord to keep us from these sinful attitudes and behaviours by holding before us the person and work of our Lord and Saviour who came to serve not to be served, who came to lay down His life for others, who came to suffer leaving us an example that we might follow in His footsteps.
But having seen this problem introduced, there is more for us to learn from this story as we see that next a solution is suggested. 
And again, because of the richness of this passage, we will confine our attention, today, to vv2-4 in order to note the election lessons that are laid before us in these verses.
1. Now, we all look forward to that time in heaven when we will finally be free of division and turmoil in the church, don’t we!  That is why we pray, “Come quickly Lord Jesus!”  
2. For now, though, we live as sinners with sinners.  And this means there will be tension and division and turmoil in the church.  
a. And perhaps no book of the Bible says more about this than 1 Corinthians.  It is a book written to a church struggling with even more and deeper divisions than here in Acts.  But note what Paul says about division in 1 Corinthians 11:19: He says, “No doubt there have to be differences among you to show which of you have God’s approval.”  
i. Now, what Paul says there is not intended as an excuse for division.  
(1) He is not suggesting that it is good for some to create strife so that those with God’s approval may be revealed.  
(2) No, Paul rebukes them very strongly for their divisive spirit.  
ii. What he wants believers to see, though, is that God still has a perfect purpose even in the midst of division.  
(1) Yes, division in the church might be a key strategy of the devil to injure faith and impede growth.  However, because, as Romans 8:28 explains, God works all things for the good of those who love Him, even division in the church will accomplish His sovereign and good purpose.  
(A) And I hope you can see that this is a powerful encouragement.  
(i) Here it is division in the church, but it maybe a different kind of trouble or injury that is yours today or yesterday or long ago or coming tomorrow.  
1. But even in the midst of those things that cause us so much grief and pain, God is at work for the good of those who love Him.  
(2) The division here in the Acts church, then, is used by God to strengthen the church of Jesus Christ.

3. And we see this in how the apostles responded to what from a human perspective was a potentially disastrous situation.  

a. We are told that the Twelve gathered the disciples together and laid out a plan of action.  
i. Or, to bring this into a modern day context, the Session called a congregational meeting.  
(1) And for those of you unfamiliar with these terms, Session is the name we use to describe the elected leaders of this church and congregational meetings are meetings of the whole membership of the church.
b. Now, from what the Apostles say to those gathered about it not being right for them to neglect their ministry and wait on tables, there are two possibilities.  
i. Either some have already suggested that the Apostles should wait on tables or the Apostles have spent some time considering whether they should be the ones to sort this out.  
(1) Both would be typical reactions to such a situation.  
ii. Very often, for reasons sometimes good and sometimes bad, our first response to trouble is to say to our leaders, You fix it.  This could get messy, or I am not sure if I am qualified, or it would be better coming from you, whatever the case, you fix it.  
iii. Or, alternatively, when leaders first spot trouble, their first inclination is often to               sort it out themselves.  
(1) After all, as we all know, if you want a job done properly (what do they say?) do it yourself.  
(2) And also, humanly speaking, the solution suggested here by the Apostles was a risky solution.  
(A) It was possible that the congregation could have completely rejected their suggestion as silly or ill-advised.  
(B) It was possible that the seven chosen might make a complete hash of the job and just make the division worse than it was to begin with.  
(C) Maybe these seven would not get along with each other.  
(D) But worse than this, even, the solution the Apostles proposed laid them open to charges of being un-Christ-like.  
(i) You can almost hear it: “Umm!  Jesus, so they have told us, wrapped a towel around Himself and washed the feet of His disciples.  But not these Apostles. Oh know!  Too good to ‘wait on tables,’ these Apostles.  Need to give their attention to ‘prayer and the ministry of word’!”  
iv. Now, I realize that none of this is written here.  We are not told what thinking led to the Apostles suggesting this solution.
(1) But I know my own sinful heart and I have enough experience of life in the church to know that this is exactly the sort of thing that goes on in such situations.  
(A) Church leaders do make ill-advised decisions.  
(i) A lack of trust in God or His people, a hunger for recognition or ‘power,’ or fear of men; things like these can mean bad decisions.  
(B) But it can be also that a decision of Session is made known at a meeting or in the bulletin and immediately motives are called into question, suspicions are then shared with others, and soon enough there is murmuring of one sort or another.  
(i) And for those times when we have been guilty of sins like these, may God graciously forgive us through the blood of Jesus Christ.  Amen?
(ii) But may God be praised for the wonderful unity among us that His Spirit has created and preserved, and for which we ought to be deeply thankful.
Well, as we consider the solution that is suggested here by the Apostles, its key is seen at the end of v3.  For there, rather than be seen as despising the task of waiting on tables, they are upholding the primary task of prayer and the ministry of the word.  
And what we are going to do with our remaining time is to note three points in connection with this primary task and then three points in connection with the rest of what they say.  
1. So firstly then, in connection with what they say about their primary task, we ought to acknowledge how easy it is, especially today, for churches to get caught up in the trap of programs at the expense of prayer and the ministry of the word.  
a. As one commentator remarks, “In an age when Christians desire ‘less preaching and more programs,’ it would be well to observe the opposite in the early church.  These Christians felt the need to prioritize a Bible-based instructional ministry to feed their souls and instruct them in the way of truth.”

i. Think, for instance, of Romans 1:16, which says, “For I am not ashamed of the [after school coffee and biscuits ministry for solo mothers with ADD children] for it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” 
(1) No, it says, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel…”  

ii. And Romans 10:14 which says, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved … And how can they hear without someone [baking a cake] for them?”  
(1) No, it says, “How can they hear without someone preaching to them?”  
b. It is to the ministry of the word, in the pulpit, in the church education classes, in the Bible studies, in one on one discipling situations, in our homes and those of our neighbours, and out there in the daily situations of life that the elders of the church must give their attention. 
(1) This is something that we must beg the Lord Jesus Christ to keep before us as His priority.

ii. And this is something that we as members of the congregation must remember and pray about also in relation to our elders.

2. And yet, secondly, we must quickly go on to say that this does not mean that there is no place for ‘programs’ in the life of the church. 
a. The Apostles did not completely ignore the practical necessity of waiting on tables and just preach a sermon to these widows.  They simply suggested a solution that did not distract them from their primary responsibility.  
i. After all, consider Jesus’ words about Judgment Day.  What does He outline as the basis for distinguishing between the sheep and the goats?  The sheep visited prisoners, fed the hungry, and clothed the naked, etc, while the goats did not.  
ii. Think of the Good Samaritan who didn’t simply stand there and read a few verses of the Bible but stopped and stooped to help the bruised and battered man by the road.  
b. Word and deed together.  That is, after all, an accurate description of the ministry of Jesus Himself.

i. So we should seek ‘programs’ of mercy and care so long as they sit alongside but underneath the priority that Scripture gives to prayer and the ministry of the word in the life of the church.
3. And lastly, in this connection, note in that phrase the priority that the Apostles give to prayer.  In their words, it is prayer, first, and the ministry of the word, second.
a. After all, what activity had each of the Apostles seen the Lord Jesus Christ busy with the most?  Prayer.  
i. Now I know, if you want to make Christians feel guilty, especially elders, just talk about prayer for a while.  
(1) Martin Luther is believed to have said, “I am so busy each day that unless I pray for three hours I cannot get everything done.”  
(2) Listen, for a moment, to these diary entries of the preacher, Andrew Bonar:

(A) I see that unless I keep up short prayer every day throughout the whole day, at intervals, I lose the spirit of prayer.

(B) Too much work today without corresponding prayer.

(C) Today setting myself to pray.  The Lord forthwith seems to send a dew upon my soul.

(D) Was enabled to spend part of Thursday in my church praying.  Have had great help in studying since then.

(E) Passed six hours today in prayer and Scripture reading, confessing sin, and seeking blessing for myself and the parish.  
(i) There is a direct challenge in these words for me and Br. Roel and for each of the elders.  As elders, we must be busy, first and foremost, in prayer.

(ii) But prayer is not an activity reserved just for elders.  When did you last spend 1 hour at prayer, Bible reading, confessing sin, and seeking blessing for u & othrs

(3) In Mark 1, we are told about a time when Jesus was busy teaching in the synagogue on a Sabbath day and healing one person after another.  And Mark says, “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.”  Luke 5:16 says, “But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.”
(A) The Son of God, who was fully divine, knew that His work needed to be cloaked in a blanket of prayer.
(4) May God grant each one of us, and especially those of us called as elders, an understanding of the priority of prayer, a commitment to continual prayer, and the blessing that comes through prayer.  Amen?
Well, as we continue to consider the solution suggested by the Apostles, it is indeed possible, perhaps even likely, that they had the passage we read earlier from Exodus 18 in mind as they presented their solution to the congregation.  
· In Exodus 18, you will remember, Moses’ Father-in-law urged him to select capable and trustworthy men to become Israel’s judges so that Moses could give himself to the task of representing the people before God and teaching them all of God’s decrees and laws.  
· And this is exactly what Moses did.  
· And here too, so that the Apostles may give their attention to prayer and the ministry of the word, their suggestion to the congregation is that men who were known to be full of faith and of the Holy Spirit be chosen to ‘wait on the tables.’
And there are three more points in what they say here that we do well also to note.
1. Firstly, the congregation were to choose seven men from among themselves.  And this is a point relevant to the progress of revelation.  
a. Brothers and sisters, when we read God’s Word, one very important question that aids our understanding of what we are reading is where are we in the Bible?  How does the progress of revelation, which is always building, or the passage of salvation history affect our interpretation of what we are reading?  
i. For in Exodus 18, which is perfectly in keeping with that time of salvation history, Moses chose the 70 judges.  
(1) God’s Spirit was upon Moses to give him insight and wisdom in this matter.  
(2) Throughout the OT, you see, God revealed His will either through an individual like Moses or the High Priest, through the minute and comprehensive detail of His law requirements, or through the casting of lots.  So Moses chose the 70 judges.  
ii. But turn with me now, just a few pages back, to Acts 1:21 where Peter speaks about the need to replace Judas Iscariot.  
(1) And so, the believers propose two men.  
(2) As the beginning of the NT church, remembering that Jesus had breathed on them a deposit of the Holy Spirit, we might say, they put forward a duo.   
(3) And yet, because Jesus chose the original twelve disciples, it is Jesus who must choose the replacement disciple.  
(A) And so they cast lots and Matthias is chosen.  The Lord’s choice is revealed through the casting of lots.  
(4) But never again in the NT will you read about the casting of lots.  
(A) And the reason for this is found in the first verse of Acts 2, “When the Day of Pentecost came,” and in v4, “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit.”  
(B) You see, that day is a massive day in the progress of salvation history.  
(i) In Jeremiah 31, when this day is prophesied, the Lord says, “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts … no longer will a man teach his neighbour or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will all know me from the least of them to the greatest.”  
iii. So now, here in Acts 6, we are standing on the other side of the cross and the Day of Pentecost.  The Day of Jeremiah 31 has come.  Now we are seeing how a community of Spirit-filled believers operate.  
(1) And here, because they are filled with the Spirit, and because they have the NT revelation of Christ by the Apostles, it is the congregation who must consider the principles of God’s Word and seek the wisdom of the Holy Spirit and choose seven men from among themselves, which in vv5-6 is just what they do.  
iv. Now, this is not to suggest that we have here an exact process that ought to be followed whenever church leaders are to be chosen.  
(1) What it does show us is that as those who possess the complete word of God and have the Holy Spirit living in us, in all matters of church life we are each to make use of discernment and wisdom.  
(A) We do not have a detailed law book that has a verse that tells us exactly what to do in every situation we come across. 

(B) We do not roll a couple of dice to work out what job we should take or what course we should study.

(2) No, we have the complete Word of Jesus Christ.  
(3) We have the Spirit of Christ opening up that word and giving us insight and applying its principles and commands in all areas of faith and life because it speaks to all areas of faith and life.  
(4) And because of this, every single member of the NT church of Jesus Christ has a privilege and responsibility that is immeasurably greater than that which belonged to OT believers.  
(5) And we must use these gifts, for example, just as we have done recently in this election, when we nominate men for office and vote on the duos put before us.  
2. But note, secondly, that the instruction of the Apostles is that men be chosen.  
a. Now, we would be foolish to build a case on this matter from just this passage.  But the consistent teaching of the Bible is that office in the church is reserved, by God’s command, to men.  
b. What we may draw out from these verses, though, is that if ever there was a situation that might seem appropriate for women to be appointed to this sort of work, this was it.  
i. Widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.  
ii. But still, it is men who are to be chosen to oversee the work that needs to be done.  
iii. Now, we can safely assume that these seven, as we shall see in a moment, did not do everything themselves in terms of the work that needed to be done.  
iv. Indeed, there is every likelihood that women were involved in the actual day to day work of this necessary service.  
v. But it is men who are chosen and ordained to oversee this part of life in the church, not because they are better than women or because God sees men as somehow having more value than women, but because of the principles of passages like 1 Timothy 2 and 1 Corinthians 11 and the requirements of 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1.
3. And finally, let’s briefly consider the work these men were appointed to do because it brings us back to the major point we have considered in the earlier part of this sermon.  Very often, you will hear these seven men described as the first deacons.  Indeed, the form we read earlier, even though we did not read that section, says exactly that.  
a. However, it is really saying more than this passage says if we read it as describing the ordination of these seven as the first deacons so that the Apostles could continue their work as the first elders.  
b. What is before us here is a situation of a rapidly growing church taking decisive action for a specific need rather than a passage written to provide a basis for the two office view of elder/deacon ministry.  
c. Now, that does not mean that there is nothing we may draw from this passage about the subject.  
i. What may be said in connection with the work of deacons is the broad point we have already considered in the sermon: The primary calling of elders is prayer and the ministry of the word.  This means, then, that the task of deacons is to do and to oversee the doing of anything and everything that allows the elders to be devoted to their work. 
(1) The scope for diaconal ministry is vast!
(2) In John Calvin’s Geneva, for instance, the deacons oversaw the building of hospitals, schools, and the care of over 50,000 refugees.
(3) In one Amsterdam church of the 19th century there were 37 Deacons.  
· They worked independently of the local government and the Elders.  
· They formed a committee to inspect the orphanages, the old age homes, the 8 schools and the clothing and baking stores owned and operated by the churches.  
· They met two times a week and distributed welfare on Thursdays!  
· In one year alone the equivalent of $2,000,000 in today’s money was handed out.  
· They also ran an employment agency.

(2) And so, Acts 6 helps us to see that the task of deacons is to do and to oversee the doing of anything and everything that allows the elders to be devoted to their work. 

ii. And this means, correspondingly, that just as these Apostles would have had to trust these seven men to fulfil their calling as servants of Christ, so elders must trust the deacons to do all that they are called to do so that the elders’ focus is not divided.  
Well, as we have seen, there are a wealth of ‘election lessons’ in this rich section of God’s Word.  
· We have considered the priority that the church must give to prayer and the ministry of the word.  
· We have seen that there is a place for ‘programs’ that sit alongside and under prayer and the ministry of the word.  
· We have noted how prayer is placed even before the ministry of the word.  
· We have considered the blessing and responsibility that belongs to us who serve the Lord on this side of the Day of Pentecost.  
· We have seen that these verses have something to say about the subject of whether or not women should serve in office.  
· And finally, we have seen that these verses even speak to the richness of the scope of diaconal ministry.
But 1st and foremost, this portion of Acts 6 is a wonderful portrait of the work of the Spirit of Christ in the church of Acts.  
For it is sinful men and women, here, who because they are filled with the Holy Spirit respond to trouble, looking always to Christ their Saviour, seeking to serve Him and to serve one another.  
Praise God for this portrait of the grace of Christ at work.  And may this grace continue to be seen among us also.  Amen.
