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“The Holy Spirit Brings Triumph From Trouble”      Text – Acts 6:5-7       OT Reading – Numbers 27:12-23

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Last Sunday morning, Rev. Bruce Hoyt led worship here and he made a comment about the Bible that went along these lines: One of the reasons we may be sure that we have the very Word of God in our hands is the fact that the Bible is so brutally honest about believers and the church.  
No attempt is made to present a picture of perfect individuals or a perfect church.  In fact, the very opposite is true.  
· Take every one of the OT patriarchs or prophets or kings, and you will find at least one but usually many serious failings recorded.  
· And the same is true in the NT.  
· Jesus’ own disciples are portrayed as a largely ignorant, impetuous, and doubting bunch who eventually abandon Christ when push comes to shove at Calvary.  
· By and large, the epistles are written to troubled churches with issues like legalism, liberalism, discord, drunkenness, immorality, idolatry, stealing, anger, chaotic worship; all of this and more is in evidence both in terms of individual believers and congregations.  
And this honesty, I am sure you will agree, is a tremendous encouragement for us today.  For not only is it another wonderful testimony of the fact that the Bible is God’s Word, it also helps us to see that our failings are not unique, that God’s grace in Jesus Christ is sufficient to cover those failings, that God uses even our failings to accomplish His good purposes, and that if we look to the wisdom of the Bible those failings may be replaced by faithfulness.
Well, these things we have already begun to see in our considerations of this small but significant story before us today.  For here at the beginning of Acts 6, trouble in the church provides opportunity for growth.  
1. Those of you present in recent weeks will recall that in v1 we saw that a problem was introduced: One ethnic group of the church complained that their widows were being overlooked in favour of the widows of another ethnic group.  
a. We are not told whether this was a genuine complaint or an imagined complaint.  We are simply told that a complaint was made.  
b. An ‘us’ and ‘them’ situation had developed that threatened, very quickly, to become a significant problem.  
i. And we noted that this ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality is something that we need to constantly guard ourselves against. 
2. So next we saw that a solution was suggested: The apostles urgently called the believers together and outlined a plan of delegation.  
a. Being jealous, in the best sense of the word, to guard the priority of prayer and the ministry of the Word, they urged the believers to choose seven men who could take responsibility for this matter.  
b. And we noted that this was a righteous, Spirit-guided, and humble suggestion that had both the spiritual and physical welfare of the Lord’s people at heart,
Well, today we turn our attention to the last two parts of this story where we see that a team is appointed and that a harvest is reaped.

Firstly then, in vv5-6, a team is appointed.
1. Now, what happens in vv5-6 is the response to the suggestion of v4 where the Apostles said to the believers, “Choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom.”  And so, the seven men are chosen – Stephen, Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas.  And it is important that we take the solution and the implementation of that suggestion together.  So in addition to the points that we noted in connection with this ‘election’ last time we were together, let’s note a few more things.  
a. First of all, that beginning word, “choose,” is the first hint of a deliberate connection here with what we read earlier in Numbers 27 about the choosing of Joshua.  
i. You see, Luke does not use his more common Greek word for choose here.  He uses a different word, which is the same word used in the Greek version of the OT in Numbers 27:16.   
(1) There Moses called on the Lord to choose or to ‘appoint’ a man who would lead Israel after Moses – same word.  
ii. Now, if that were the only connection it would be somewhat weak, but it is in fact the first of a number of connections between these two stories.  
(1) Do you remember, for instance, what it was about Joshua that made him a suitable choice?  God said to Moses, “Take Joshua son of Nun, a man in whom is the spirit.”  
(A) And what is it about the seven that are to be chosen in Acts?  They are to be “full of the Spirit.”  
(2) Secondly, how was Joshua set aside or commissioned or ordained to this calling or this ‘office’?  We are told, in v23, that Moses “laid his hands on him.”  
(A) And this is also exactly how the seven in Acts are ‘ordained’ to their ‘office’ – by the laying on of hands.  
(3) But also, as you stand back a wee bit from the details, what will be the main difference between Joshua and Moses?  
(A) Well, Moses led the people through the wilderness where they learned to be the people of God.  Joshua, however, will lead God’s people as they take the next step. 
(i) Joshua will lead God’s people into Canaan – Gentile territory.  
(ii) Joshua will lead Israel into a land saturated with pagan pollution that will, because of the worshipping activity of God’s people, become a part of God’s holy territory.  
(B) And we see that something similar is occurring in Acts.  We are right at the end of the Jerusalem section of Acts.  The Apostles have helped these new believers to be the church of Jesus Christ there in Jerusalem.  But now, with the appointment of these seven, we are being prepared for an outward expansion.
(i) They are the ‘gateway’ to Gentile expansion.  
(ii) Stephen and Philip, as ch’s 6 & 7 explicitly reveal, and almost certainly the other five, are to serve as the Joshua’s who will lead God’s people into Gentile territory in obedience to Christ’s commission in Acts 1:8.  
1. Through the work of and under the leadership of these men, the church will finally be pried loose from the temple and Jerusalem and thrust out into the Gentile world.

(iii) Indeed, we are explicitly told that Nicolas from Antioch was a convert to Judaism and is now a Christian.  In other words, he was a Gentile.
1. Luke wants us to note the words Antioch and Gentile because they are going to figure prominently very soon.
(iv) Like Joshua, these seven, along with others like Paul, will lead the church into lands saturated with pagan pollution that will, because of the worshipping activity of God’s people, become part of Christ’s spreading holy territory.
iii. Now, we will only see this as we read on into the next chapters.  But what Luke wants us to see here is that this glorious gospel expansion has its origins in the complaints of Grecian Jews against Hebraic Jews about overlooked widows!  
(1) So again, brothers and sisters, and young people, and boys and girls, the question is How big is the God whom you worship?  
(A) Is He a God of majestic proportions?  
(B) Is He a sovereign God who is behind and in the midst of and above every one of the circumstances of your life?  
(C) Is He the God who has promised that He will build His church? 
(i) Who has promised to give you all that you need if you seek first His kingdom?  
(ii) Who has promised that nothing will be able to separate you from the love of God in Christ Jesus?
(D) Is this the God that you trust in, even perhaps as you deal with trouble in the church or some other hardship?

b. Well, as we continue to consider the team that is appointed here, note also what is said about the basis of their appointment.  The Apostles say, “Choose … men … who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom.”  
i. Now, even though it is not obviously clear from the way that this is expressed in the NIV, in terms of the characteristics of the men to be chosen, there are three things required of these men.  
(1) Let me read to you from another Bible version that is clearer about this: “Therefore, brethren, select from among you seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom.”  
(A) The men chosen are not to be names that surprise people but men who are well known and men who people speak well of, men who have a proven track record, men who are above reproach or suspicion, AND men who are full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom.  
ii. And if we were to summarize these three things in just one word, that word would be ‘character.’  
(1) The Apostles are saying choose men of good character.  
(A) And this principle will be fleshed out in even more detail when the Bible later lays out the qualifications for the offices of elder and deacon.  
(2) What is most important in terms of the men that these believers choose for this work is not their ability to count money or their experience with food distribution programmes or if they have a diploma of conflict resolution from the University of Jerusalem.  
(A) What is most important is that they be men who are regular readers of God’s Word, men who are regularly praying, men who make it their business to be there when God’s people gather for worship and working bees, men who have demonstrated an ability to apply biblical wisdom in different situations, men who have a good grip on human nature, men who act sensibly and with compassion; in other words, men who, despite their sinful imperfections, are recognized as like Jesus Christ.  
(3) You see, today, in terms of the church here in Acts, the presenting problem was one of a complaint about food distribution.  Further investigation, however, might have revealed that the problem was that of slander or greed or lying or racism or keeping a record of wrongs or a lack of love or factions or cliques.  And tomorrow, the problem might very well be something else.  
(A) And so, in order for the members of the congregation to be able to trust those appointed to this work and in order for them to be equipped for whatever needs to be done today and tomorrow, they needed to be men of good reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom.  
iii. And so, Stephen was chosen, as we are told, because he was a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit.  As the believers saw Stephen and heard Stephen, they witnessed the fruits of the Holy Spirit, which are?   Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal 5:22).  They saw a wise man who spoke of and who lived out of a faith in Jesus Christ.  So, my dear brothers in Christ, if tomorrow, the Session were to ask the congregation to choose men who were of good reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom, would your name be put forward?  
(1) Do you participate in the life of the church in such a way that people can form an opinion about you in relation to these things?  
(2) Because of the grace that Jesus Christ has shown to you, and because He was a man of prayer, a man devoted to the study of God’s Word, a man who delighted to be with the people of the Lord when they gathered, and a man committed to serving, sacrificially, are you seeking to imitate Him?  
(3) Are you a man who aspires to serve as an overseer; something 1 Timothy 3:1 tells us is a noble task?  
(4) Will this congregation continue to be blessed with men who are qualified to serve and available to serve because of their love for Jesus Christ and His people?
iv. And dear sisters, are you helping your husband to grow in these things as God calls you to?  
(1) By your example of commitment and devotion and service, and by your encouraging words, is your husband stimulated to the pursuit of godliness and Christian growth?  
v. Parents, are you working to grow these characteristics in your sons?  
(1) Do you have them read the Faith in Focus, for example?  
(2) Is the ‘quality time’ that you spend with them in recreation at least matched or surpassed by what you talk about or read together in terms of godly material?  
(3) Do they know from how you talk about them that you value and respect the office of elder and deacon?  
(A) After all, are they ever likely to aspire to be one of the ‘bunch of idiots’ that you talk about after you have read a session report in the bulletin?
vi. If nothing else, then, all of this reminds us of just how much in need we are of the grace of God in Christ Jesus.  
(1) For when the truth is told, there is not a man who is worthy, in himself, of serving in this way, there is not a wife who has been the perfect helper that her husband needs, and there is not a parent who can claim to be faultless in terms of their calling.  
(2) So what should be our first priority?  We should pray to the Lord of the church.  
(A) We must beg the Shepherd of the Church to raise up each generation of undershepherds and to provide for the needs of His people.  
(B) We must ask the Lord Jesus Christ to be gracious even when His people are faithless.  
(C) And we must ask Him to forgive us for all of our inadequacies and failings even as we commit ourselves to the things God’s Word calls us to do and to be.
c. It’s also striking to note, though, that the seven who are chosen and presented to the Apostles, have distinctively Greek names.  
i. And this would suggest that the congregation has been very bold in the way it has addressed this problem.  
(1) Rather than favouring the Hebraic Jews who were the majority or seeking a 50-50 split to give each side a fair representation, it has chosen men from amongst the complaining group, the Grecian Jews, remembering, however, that above everything else, what qualifies them to serve is not their godly character.  
ii. People of God, this was a bold and generous decision.  And it was possible because it was made by a congregation and its leaders who were committed to walking in step with the Holy Spirit.  
(1) Staying ‘in control,’ ethnic sympathies, power plays, arrogance, pride, favouritism; all of this was set aside in favour of godly wisdom.  
(A) What we see here in Acts is what the hymn-writer expresses so beautifully: “How good and pleasant is the sight when brethren make it their delight to dwell in blest accord; the Lord commands His blessing there, and they that walk in love shall share in life that never ends.”
2. And then, as this team is appointed, we see in the last place that they are ordained through prayer and the laying on of hands.
a. Joshua, you will recall, was also ordained to his office by the laying on of hands.  The Levites too were ordained to their work by the laying on of hands.  In Acts 13, Paul and Barnabas will be ordained as missionaries by the laying on of hands.  To Timothy, Paul will say, “Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you.”  
i. Right throughout the Bible, then, this symbolic act is performed to signify that the one who has hands laid upon him has received the gifts that are needed for the work of his office by the power of the Holy Spirit.  
(1) And so, the brother, through this solemn act, is now urged to use those gifts and to develop them all for the glory of God and for the well-being of the church.  
ii. So, how does this practice feature in the life our church and churches?  Well, as a federation of Reformed Churches in New Zealand, we have left this matter to each local church to decide on.  And so, you might remember that when I was ordained, other ministers present and the other elders laid their hands on my head.  But we don’t do this when the other elders or deacons are ordained.  Some churches do.  Here, I take the hand of the elder or deacon and give them the scriptural charge of office.  The laying on of hands, you see, is a symbolic act.  It is not a person to person transfer of power and ability.  It is, as we said before, a symbol of the Holy Spirit’s equipping.
(1) So when we see it done in the case of teaching elders like me, and even if we do not see it done as in the case of a ruling elder or deacon being ordained for the first time or a ruling elder or deacon being installed for another period of service in that office, it should draw from us a cry of thanksgiving that God has called and equipped another man with the spiritual gifts necessary to serve as a minister of Jesus Christ in whatever office he has been called to.  
(A) And we should also ask the Lord to help this man broadcast the love and care of Jesus Christ for His people. 
In all of this, then, we see the Lord wonderfully blessing the church.  Jesus Christ, the King of the church, has worked, by the power of the Holy Spirit, to bring growth out of trouble in the church.  And Luke has helped us to see this by introducing the problem, by describing the solution that was suggested, and the team that was appointed.  
And just in case we are left in any doubt about the godly response to this problem, we see, briefly and finally, that a harvest is reaped.
V7 says, “So the word of God spread.  The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.”  
1. Now, this is not the first time we have read such a statement.  Indeed, this whole Jerusalem section was introduced with a statement like this at the end of chapter 2, and since then we have read two other very similar statements that speak of the growing number of believers there in Jerusalem.  
a. But surely this one is the most striking because in it we are told that a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.  
i. In the previous chapters of Acts, we have read about the persecution of the church by the High Priest and all his associates.  
ii. Bible historians tell us, however, that there were most probably around 8000 ordinary priests and 12000 Levites who were divided into 24 weekly courses for the priestly duties in Jerusalem.  
(1) It seems then that this large body of ordinary priests have observed the conduct of the priestly aristocracy and have observed the conduct of the believers and listened to the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ preached by the Apostles, and by God’s grace, have been led to embrace He who all of their priestly work has pointed forward to.  
(A) And so, those who have sacrificed lambs every day have come to know the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.  
iii. Isn’t this a stunning gospel triumph?  
(1) Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, may we never read over such words without pausing to praise God for the salvation of sinners.  This is a miraculous work of grace.  
(A) Sinners who were deservedly on the pathway to eternal hell-fire have been placed on the pathway to eternal life!  
(i) Jesus Christ came to earth to rescue sinners.  He came to die on the cross so that their sins might be forgiven by the power of His blood.  
1. Do you know this?  Do you believe this?  Are you assured that He did this for you?  
a. If not, then turn to Him today.  Take hold of this gift.  Repent of your sins and believe that your sins are forgiven by the work of Jesus.  
b. But if you do know this and believe this and are assured that it is for you, then praise God that you too are part of this harvest of souls.  Praise God that He has worked the grace of faith in your heart.  Praise God for salvation in Jesus Christ and for this glorious portrait of King Jesus at work building His church.  Amen.
