UNDISTRACTED DEVOTION TO THE LORD

Acts 6:1-7   1 Cor.7:25-35
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, if you were a farmer and you wanted to enter the local Golden Plough contest or the straight furrow contest, there is one main thing that you have to do when you’re driving the tractor and that is: don’t be too worried about looking at the front wheel of the tractor to see whether you’re going to bump on a stone or a rock; don’t look a hundred yards ahead to check out the terrain; and certainly don’t look behind to see how straight you’ve been going or how nicely the plough is turning the soil. What you have to do is fix your eye on a post at the other end of the paddock, or a tree or something else that’s fixed, and go straight forward. Keep your eye on the goal. 
As I think about the church today I think that’s one of our greatest problems. As Christians we’re probably no more or less sinful than in other ages. If you read the history of Israel in the Old Testament, if you read Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians or any of the other New Testament letters you can find the same sins no less bad or worse than we struggle with today at times. But what I think is a problem that is catching us as Christians today in the Western world is simple worldliness. We are distracted by the things of this life and this world. And that is really what Paul is talking about in 1 Corinthians 7. “I think then,” verse 26, “that this is good in view of the present distress, that it is good for a man to remain as he is.” There must have been an expectation of persecution or particular troubles in Corinth at that time. 

  Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be released. Are you released from a wife? Do not seek a wife. But if you marry, you have not sinned: and if a virgin marries, she has not sinned. Yet such will have trouble in this life (especially if there is a likelihood of persecution). And I’m trying to spare you, says Paul. And so I say this: The time has been shortened so that from now on those who have wives should live as though they had none; those who weep, as though they did not weep; those who rejoice, as though they did not rejoice; those who buy, as thought they did not possess; those who use the world, as though they did not make full use of it; for the form of this world is passing away.
Paul means none of those statements to be taken in an absolute sense. Otherwise he’d be contradicting some things he said earlier in the chapter.
 He means them in the sense in which the NIV translates verse 31: “Those who use the things of this world – of this life – as though not engrossed by them.” And his overall aim is, as he says in verse 35: “I say this for your benefit, not to put a restraint on you but to promote what is seemly and to secure undistracted devotion to the Lord.” And undistracted devotion to the Lord was the concern of the apostles in our text this evening. And it should be everybody’s concern, every day. 
Of course, we should be concerned to serve the Lord in everything that we do, even what we call our secular work. And that’s exactly what Paul was speaking about in 1 Corinthians 7. He is saying: try and organize life and sit as loose as possible to everything of merely this earthly life so as to be able to give as much time as possible to using one’s spiritual gifts in the service of eternal things, rather than temporal things. 
So here is the early church in Acts chapter 6. And in the first verse we read that “the disciples were increasing in number.” The Lord was blessing the church, it was growing. At the time Jerusalem was full of people who had come from all over Israel and indeed from all over the Mediterranean world for the Passover and then five weeks later, the Feast of Firstfruits. But on the day of Pentecost many of these people had been converted and it seems as though they had stayed on to be instructed in their new-found faith. But, as I commented a couple of weeks ago, they had maxed-out on their credit cards. They’d blown the money they had brought with them. So they were now being supported by the gifts of others who had even sold property to support them. 
The congregation was divided between Hebrew Jews and Hellenistic Jews – Greek-speaking Jews. The Hellenistic Jews were people who, since Jeremiah’s time, had been scattered from Israel to Egypt and throughout the Mediterranean world. Perhaps some of them in Jerusalem at this time were there as visitors from overseas for the feast. Others would have been people who had returned from the dispersion and were now living in Israel as their native land but for whom Greek was still their native language. 
There had always been tension between these two groups. The Hebrew Jews thought the Greek-speaking Jews had taken on too much of Greek ways and Greek culture. The Hellenistic Jews on the other hand maybe thought of the Hebrew Jews as a bit fuddy-duddy, a bit stuck back in old Jewish ways and traditions. And now the Hellenistic Jews complained that their widows were not getting a fair deal of the charity of the congregation. Maybe they were, maybe they weren’t, but sometimes perception is as important as the reality. In the same way as we say, “Justice must not only be done; it must be seen to be done.” 
So the apostles saw they needed to do something about this but they also saw the danger. There was a danger of course of the congregation being torn apart.
 But there was another danger – a danger of them, while fixing this problem, being distracted from their particular and specific function and calling in the church. John Stott has an interesting way of looking at chapters three, four, five and this bit of verse six of the Book of Acts.
 He sees it as a special section in which the devil was trying to destroy the church in three different ways: first of all, by persecution at the hands of the Sanhedrin, trying to clamp the apostles down so that they couldn’t preach; secondly, he tries by inner corruption, by sin among the members, by the envy and pride of Ananias and Sapphira. He doesn’t have success in either of those two, so this third problem arises by which the devil tries to destroy the church by distraction. 
Brothers and sisters, the devil is still trying to destroy the church. He won’t succeed, of course, because Jesus said, “I will build my church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it.” But he may well make us ineffective in our service and in our lives by distraction, either by the things of this life and this world, or by getting distracted from using our own particular and specific gifts and calling in the church. The apostles were aware of this possibility. 
In this story this evening then we see the early church appointing these first deacons so that the apostles would not be distracted but rather they would be able to give undistracted devotion to their special work and calling – prayer and the Word of God. I want to say two things about that but first of all, just two preliminary points. 
#
One is: look, we need to notice even in this wonderful time for the church, this exciting time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose, a murmuring arose, like the Israelites murmured against Moses in the desert.
 And it’s important for us to realize this. These people were converted. They were born-again and this church was a church which we’ve only just recently been told was filled with the Holy Spirit! You see, even in our best times, the old nature is still there and it will make its appearance felt and it will try and ruin the work of the Lord. 
#
The other thing, just in passing, is that these seven men who were elected here, are not called deacons. But if they’re not deacons I’m not quite sure what they are. We’d have to call them the Board of Management or something like that. They’re responsible for administering the funds of the church so I think we can call them deacons freely enough.
 
Well, in this refusal of the apostles to be distracted from their special calling, we see two things. First of all, 

1. THE FIRST WORK OF THE CHURCH IS SPIRITUAL 
The twelve summoned the congregation of the disciples and said, “It is not desirable for us to neglect the Word of God in order to serve tables. Therefore brethren, select from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may put in charge of this task; but we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the Word.” 
The apostles were the first interpreters of the teachings of Jesus Christ. With him they formed the foundation of the church. It was their task to establish the church on the earth, to set up its rule and government; to give us its doctrines. And for that task they had one weapon and one source of strength. The weapon was the Word of God, the Word of Christ. The source of strength was the Spirit of Christ who gives us strength and blesses our work as we call on him and thus acknowledge our dependency on him in prayer.
 And the apostles were not prepared to neglect what Christ had charged them to do. And they saw the danger in this situation that had arisen, so they arranged for the people to nominate seven men and the election was held as we have just read. 
Well brothers and sisters, ministers and elders can still get distracted in this way. They can get themselves, or they can allow others to get them, involved in everything in the church. They can get themselves involved in all sorts of things outside the church; political work, social work, general educational work, which might well all need doing and it might need doing by Christians and they might well be kingdom ministries, because the kingdom of Christ is larger than the church. Churches can do the same thing. And there is no doubt that many ministers and many churches have got distracted in this way. But those sorts of things are not the work of the church as church. The work of the church as church is the ministry of the Word of God and, we see from Scripture, we see a fairly carefully defined diaconal work. And then only when the family cannot do it. 
The work of pastors and teachers is through the Word “to,” as Paul says in Ephesians chapter four, “equip the saints for the work of service for the building up of the body of Christ.” And that will only ever be effective as we do it in the power of the Spirit which God pours out upon our work as we humble ourselves before him in prayer. And we have to remember that and we elders have to remember that. 
But let’s think about this broadly as well, because there’s a basic principle here and in a general way we can take a lesson for all of us as Christians. Jesus said, “Man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.” It is the eternal, it is our life in relationship with God that is of first importance. And the prime food that sustains and fosters that life is the Word of God, read and studied in prayer. The devil knows he cannot destroy the church. The devil knows he cannot destroy Christians. But he sure would like to make both the church and individual Christians as ineffective as possible. And he still uses all three methods; persecution in many countries still today; inner corruption – sin, and maybe even also sin in churches that are suffering severe persecution but certainly in the western church. And he will use that in our church too. But it seems to me that the method that the devil is using with most success to try and destroy us in the West, or at least strip us of our usefulness to the Lord, is by plain distraction. Think about it. 
#
We have so many means of instant communication. We have the telephone. I suppose we’ve had a telephone in any house that I’ve lived in for better than forty-five years. But now we’ve got internet, e-mail, cell phone. And the more we can keep in touch with our friends the more we seem to need to, don’t we? But think: with it all, have you achieved more? And what might you have achieved if you had not frittered that time away just keeping in touch? And Paul tells us we’re not allowed to fritter time. He says, “Redeem the time because the days are evil.” And surely our days are evil, aren’t they? 
#
We live in the information age and the more information that’s there – that billboard or that magazine cover catches your eye and so you buy that paper or that magazine. Not just that either. You connect with the internet and what’s the page you bring up first? Mine’s MSN News. And you know, there are all those headlines and then there are little clips flashing across the page: “Oh, that looks interesting.” And before you know it.… And the more we are able to know the more we seem to have to know. But do we ask, what can I really do with this information? Or is this information merely trivia – about the little lives of film stars or sports figures or pop singers? Dear brothers and sisters, we can be terribly small-minded sometimes, can’t we? Do we ask, how does this help me grow up into maturity in Christ? But our curiosity is aroused, isn’t it, by that magazine cover or whatever. Well my mum used to say to us children sometimes when we asked too many questions, “Curiosity killed the cat!” And curiosity has stifled the spiritual life in a lot of Christians. It has kept them as spiritual children so they never grow up. Do we ask, how does this help me give undistracted devotion to the Lord? How does this help me better serve my calling? Or, does my desiring this information, this curiosity I have, actually distract me from knowing the Lord first and serving him? 
#
Or, we live in an age of entertainment. It seems to me that a little entertainment is a good thing. But we are flooded with it. Are we also getting caught up in it or, in the words of Paul in 1 Corinthians 7, “engrossed in it”? How big a part is it beginning to play in our lives? And let’s face it, a lot of it is pretty trivial, isn’t it; that which is even moral? But again, do we honour Christ by being trivial? Do we honour Christ by frittering time? Or are we, with a little light entertainment to rest our minds and bodies, to redeem the time because the days are evil, even as the Lord redeemed us because we were evil?
Undistracted service of our Lord: that is our calling brothers and sisters. The apostles certainly thought so and if we are going to be apostolic Christians, and there is not really any other kind, so must we. So the first work of the church and the first work of Christians is spiritual; in the service of and out of the life of the Word of God, understood and made effective as we study it and meditate on it in prayer. 
But now I want to say something else. So secondly; 
2. ALL THE WORK OF THE CHURCH IS SPIRITUAL 

There are other legitimate tasks of the church as church. Even as “a man must look after his own family otherwise he is worse than an unbeliever,” Paul tells us, so also the church must look after its own, those who are widows indeed, those who have needs that they genuinely cannot supply or their families cannot supply. And then after having done good to those of the household of faith we are to do the same to all men.
 
Well, the church in Acts chapter six had such needs and that they not be distracted from their primary task
 in prayer and the Word of God the apostles gave this work over to deacons. And when they said, “It is not desirable for us to neglect the Word of God in order to serve tables,” they were not denigrating serving tables. They were not saying that practical work was less spiritual. You can see that, for example, in Timothy and Titus when you read the qualifications for deacons and elders. They are exactly the same. The only difference is that elders must be able to teach. Mind you, that doesn’t mean that a deacon might not be able to teach either. Just look at what Stephen went on to do. Verse 8, “And Stephen, full of grace and power, was performing great wonders and signs among the people.” And even though he was opposed, verse ten, those who opposed him “were unable to cope with the wisdom and the spirit with which he was speaking.” 
Similarly, in chapter eight you read about Philip the evangelist in Samaria. And it was Philip who dropped in on the Ethiopian eunuch and explained how Isaiah chapters 52 and 53 spoke about the Lord Jesus Christ. That’s real Bible interpretation work. 
So they call for nominations and they state very clearly what sort of people these men had to be. 
#
First of all, they had to be men of good repute. They had to be known as absolutely honest. They were going to handle communal money and there is nothing so likely to cause bad blood in any society as mishandling, or the suspicion of mishandling money. They had to be men in whom everybody had complete confidence. 
#
Then Peter says they had to be full of wisdom. We must never mistake wisdom with knowledge. If you study the book of Proverbs you see that wisdom, as one writer puts it nicely, “is the ability and the readiness to apply Christian knowledge to the practical affairs of life.”
 And that was needed. This was a delicate situation. You’ve got two distinct groups in the congregation between which there has been tension for centuries. But now God has brought them together in the Lord Jesus Christ and that’s very wonderful; but peace and harmony and understanding don’t just happen automatically. And they were going to have to make sure that everyone’s needs were cared for and that people were able to see that everyone was getting a fair shake. 
#
But then there is a third qualification: they had to be full of the Spirit. We have seen from that prayer in chapter four, verse 23, that in part to be full of the Spirit is to put the kingdom of God and his righteousness first. That was the first thing in the mind of that prayer in chapter four. And even when they did pray about the fact that they were persecuted by the Sanhedrin, and that was the situation they were in when they prayed that prayer, they only prayed about the persecution “that God would take note of the Sanhedrin’s threats and grant that we your bond-servants may speak your Word with all confidence.” And the immediate result of that was, we read, that “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and they began to speak the Word of God with boldness.” 
Or, for another angle on being filled with the Holy Spirit, two verses that we’ve often looked at, Ephesians 5:18 and Colossians 3:16. We see that the command to “be filled with the Spirit” is kept by letting “the Word of Christ dwell in us richly.” 
Well of course they had to be filled with the Holy Spirit because they were administering the finances of the kingdom of God, the finances of the church of the Lord Jesus Christ. But the point that I want to make that I think lifts us above the mere mechanics of church government is that obviously the apostles regarded this practical work in the church to be a spiritual work. 
Brothers and sisters, everything we do, in the church or out of it, is a spiritual work just in so far as we do it unto the Lord, to please the Lord, to bring glory to the Lord, as an offering of thankfulness to the Lord for everything he has done for us. And in every way: the way we serve our employer; the way, children, you do the dishes; the way we do anything and everything. David even said in Psalm 84, “I would sooner be a door-keeper in the house of my God than to dwell in the tents of wickedness.” He would sooner do a humble, practical, spiritual work than be right up there with the big men of the world. 
Let us not be distracted from our proper calling brothers and sisters, our proper calling in the church; and let us not be distracted as Christians either from our first concern – prayer and the Word of God. For there is a reward that goes along with this. 
#
In respect of faithfully fulfilling the task of a deacon in the church of God Paul says, “Those who have served well as deacons obtain for themselves high standing and great confidence in the faith that is in Jesus Christ.”
 Well, what does that mean? Maybe some of what we read in the following verses is part of that. In the next few verses we read about Stephen, full of grace and power, performing great signs and wonders, witnessing the gospel in such a powerful way that people are unable to cope with his wisdom. They are unable to refute it. And then in chapter eight Philip is doing the same thing. And tradition has it that Procorus, another one of these seven deacons, became John the apostle’s secretary and eventually bishop of Nicomedia, finally being martyred at Antioch.
 
#
But as well as the reward for these men there was also the wonderful result of the apostles’ determination not to be distracted from their task. We read in verse 7, “The Word of God kept on spreading.” Would the Word of God have kept on spreading if they had got distracted from prayer and from preaching the Word of God? “And the number of disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem and a great many of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith.” 
Well brothers and sisters, let’s think about all of this, because we can hardly say that the Word of God is spreading greatly in New Zealand at the present time. That can be, and I think it is, for all sorts of reasons, including the mysteries of God’s sovereign will that have nothing to do with us. But on the other hand, it would be a very great shame if one of the reasons was that perhaps we elders and ministers were being distracted from our first work – prayer and the Word of God. And it would be a very great shame if perhaps too many of us as Christians are being distracted from the one great thing that the church and that Christians have – prayer and the Word of God in our public life as church, but also as the fountain of everything in the private, the inner life of every believer. 
Let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly. Let us remember our own specific callings. Let us give undistracted devotion to the Lord. And thus we may pray and thus we may expect the Lord to bless our service for him. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore on 16th July, 2006.

�    If Paul meant them in an absolute sense then he would in v.29 be contradicting what he said in v.3ff.


�    Lenski thinks the congregation may now have numbered 20,000 – 25,000.


�    John Stott, BST Commentary.


�    The cognate verb is used in Exodus 16:7, Numbers 14:27 (LXX) and 1 Corinthians 10:10 re the people murmuring against Moses. 


�    Bruce wants only to call them almoners. He also considers the imposition of apostolic hands formally associated the seven with the twelve as their deputies to discharge a special duty.


�    Interestingly this corresponds with Eph.6; the only offensive weapon in the panoply is the sword of the Spirit, the Word God empowered by prayer. Darby comments that the Apostles put prayer before preaching in their work because: i) the battle is fought there with the powers of evil; ii) thus they acknowledge the power of God for the strength and wisdom they need; and iii) that grace and unction be maintained in their hearts and so they be truly the mouthpiece of God.


�    1 Timothy 5:8; Galatians 6:10.


�    We must say ‘primary task’ and not meaning abdication of the government of the church or even general oversight of general church matters, because; i) even Paul got involved in arranging a collection for the poor in Jerusalem; and, ii) the apostles and elders were soon involved in adjudicating a dispute that was considered to have consequences doctrinally and in terms of Eph.6, “equipping saints for works of service”.


�    Lenski.


�    1 Timothy 3:13.


�    So Bruce. Some think that all the deacons were Greek, because all had Greek names. But, so Lenski, two disciples had Greek names. Further, Stott thinks the only fair and proper course would be that some of both classes of Jews be chosen, because the trust of both groups was necessary.
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