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THE FURTHER PROGRESS OF THE WORD
(Acts 6:1-7)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:  The Church:  Dealing with Conflicts
F.C.F:  How can we keep it together when we’re pulled apart?
PROPOSITION:  Because God has called us together, we must work together.  
INTRODUCTION:

A.  There’s an old story about a Christian monk who lived out in the wilderness.  As the story goes, this monk had practiced Christian disciplines for so long that he had overcome many sins and was thought to be beyond enticement.  The demon that had been assigned to tempt him came to Satan and complained, “I’ve tried everything, greed, lust, pride, hatred, persecution, nothing will make him bend.”  Satan approached the monk, and after studying him for a short time simply whispered in his ear, “Your brother just made bishop.”  The monk’s face fell and the sin of envy overcame him.”  

Satan has many strategies.  Genesis 3:1 reminds us that “the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the LORD God had made.”  We have been following his trail through Acts as he attacks the fledgling church.  He begins by trying to destroy the credibility of the Word through corruption, interjecting the hypocrisy of Ananias and Sapphira.  God overrules him by putting them to death.  And last time we noted how Satan attempts to silence the ministry of the Word through persecution, having the apostles arrested and incarcerated.  God intervenes once again.  


B.  This third assault is even more subtle. He forces the Apostles to choose between two good works.  It is the temptation to distraction.  It begins with a complaint about the alleged mistreatment of the poor and helpless, the widows.  Our Lord Jesus taught us to “watch and pray” lest we fall into temptation.  Peter warned us from firsthand experience to “Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.” (1Pe 5:8)  Part of our watchfulness is to note the enemy’s strategy where we see it in God’s Word, and learn from the Scriptures how to overcome him.  

C.  How do we respond to problems in the church? How do we keep it together as the people of God to accomplish the great work he has for us? The church is a plural noun.  The church is the body of Christ.  And SINCE GOD HAS CALLED US TOGETHER, WE MUST WORK TOGETHER.
I.  WE MUST RESPOND WITH CHRISTIAN MATURITY.


A.  There are several subtle aspects of this complaint, and in order to understand the need, we must examine it closely.  “1 Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution.”

1.  First, it arose as a complaint.  The Greek term means “to murmur,” and if you know your Old Testament very well, this word sends shock waves through you.  It is the same word that is used to describe the constant complaining of Israel in the wilderness, the complaining which was seen as grumbling against God.  In the book of Exodus, the people of Israel, slaves in Egypt, cried out to God for deliverance.  And God gloriously saved them through the ten plagues on Egypt, through the miracle at the Red Sea.  And right after the astonishing victory at the Red Sea, where they didn’t have to lift a finger and all their enemies were destroyed, right after the tremendous service of thanksgiving led by Moses and Miriam, the very next recorded event finds the people grumbling and complaining about water and food.  


It is no coincidence that immediately following God’s glorious victory, rescuing his apostles from the clutches of the same wicked men who crucified Jesus, after which the apostles were rejoicing, that the people began to murmur, grumble, and complain about, of all things, food.  As Yoggi Berra used to say, “It’s deja vu all over again.”  Satan is up to his old tricks.  Spoil God’s great victory by inciting the people to grumbling and complaining.  


2.  Second, there is something more alleged in this murmuring.  It appears to be the result of a point of tension between two distinct groups.  There were the Hellenists (or Greekists) and the Hebrews.  Apparently this referred on the one hand to those who became more modern, more Greek-like in their speech and way of life, and on the other hand were the more conservative Hebrews, who shunned the new ways and maintained their more distinct Jewish culture.  These tensions had been present in Judaism for some time, and they were apparently brought right along into the Christian church by those who had been converted from either perspective.  So the more liberal group was complaining that there was an inequity taking place.   


3.  And thirdly, it was a legitimate need.  God had promised to defend the widows of Israel (e.g. Exodus 22:22f.).  There was a social welfare for destitute widows who had no family to care for them.  Apparently Christian Jewish widows had been excluded from that help, and so the church shouldered that responsibility as was only right.         


4.  But fourthly, we should be clear that this was a complaint against the apostles themselves.  They were the ones who received and distributed the offerings.  So the complaint alleged some deficiency on their behalf.  Here was a serious situation that threatened the unity of the people of God.  It was spawned by a pre-existing area of contention.  It came forth as an allegation against the leadership of the church at the highest levels.  And it had the aroma of the fatal sin of the Old Testament people of God, grumbling and complaining, murmuring against the glorious God who saved them.  How do you respond when you are criticized? 

B.  We can be very glad that God had given the apostles a measure of maturity as they answered this complaint.  Notice what they did not say:

1.  They did not answer with arrogance:  “We are APOSTLES! How dare you question us?”  It’s interesting that when some TV preachers are criticized today, they do answer with this kind of arrogance and declare themselves above criticism with the oft misquoted biblical text: “Touch not the Lord’s anointed.”  


2.  They did not answer with bitterness:  “Here we are working night and day, and this is the thanks we get!” or “We were just beaten for Christ, and all you can do is complain about a little food!”  


3.  They did not answer with retribution or recriminations:  “Well, maybe you Hellenistic Jews should have thought of that before you compromised with the world!”  


4.  And they did not answer with self-sufficiency:  “No problem, we can handle it.  We’ll pick up the slack and get ‘er done right.”  


Rather, they simply humbled themselves and asked for help.  They realized that God had given them a work to do, that there were other works that they could not do, and they reached out to others for help.


C.  This is a marvelous example of Christian maturity, the kind of maturity that God requires among church leaders.  The apostles were the elders of that church.  Elsewhere Peter calls himself a “fellow elder” (1 Peter 5:1).  Not all elders are apostles, but all the apostles were elders of the church, not unlike the elders of the church today.  And God requires Christian maturity and developed Christian character of his elders since they will face similar kinds of grumbling, complaints, problems, and tensions in the church today.  For example, in 1 Timothy 3:3, we read that elders not be “violent, but gentle, not quarrelsome.”  In Titus 1:7 we likewise find that elders “must not be arrogant or quick tempered.”  

Can you imagine what would have happened if the first elders, the apostles had responded out of anger and recrimination at this complaint?  The result would have been war in the church, which is precisely what the devil was aiming at.  Or what would have happened if the elders had not been wise enough to share the responsibility for this great work? They would have neglected the ministry of the word of God, they would have been distracted, which is precisely what Satan was hoping for, and the progress of the Word would have been bogged down.  But they did not become defensive, they did not strike back, and they did not play the martyr and try to do it all themselves.  

II. WE MUST REMEMBER OUR CHRISTIAN PRIORITY.


A.  As we said, Satan’s third attack was more subtle.  The serpent was exercising his craftiness once again.  This was an attack of diversion.  Keep the apostles distracted so that they are busy in every good work but not in their particular calling, and the church will grind to a halt.  And we need to step back for a moment and consider our situation in America today.  Of these three strategic attacks of Satan, there is little persecution of the church in America today.  We can be thankful for the blessings of official religious freedom.  But we would also say that there is much of the spirit of Ananias and Sapphira in the church today, hypocrisy, pretending, impurity, and we have addressed this before.  And we would also sadly have to admit that there is an overwhelming distraction and diversion taking place in the church today.  It is so prevalent so utterly pervasive that it may be difficult for us to see it, much as the fish is unaware of the water in which he always swims. 


B.  We are constantly being distracted, diverted from our calling by entertainment and amusement, the number one industry in America today.  To “entertain” literally means “to hold” your attention.  To “amuse” literally means “to cause one to stare fixedly,” “to keep one enjoyably occupied.”   The point is to divert us from real life.  The diversionists are working 24-7, and nobody seriously doubts that they are winning.  Can you guess the number one industry in the majority of U.S. states?  Tourism.  Not agriculture, not manufacturing, not business, but tourism, show business, because that’s what people want most of all, to be diverted, to be distracted, to fix their attention on anything at all except for real life.  Some people even live simulated lives.  Neil Gabler in his book Life, the Movie, How Entertainment Conquered Reality.    demonstrates that most people today behave as though they were in a movie, living imaginary lives, posturing for the camera, repeating lines and reading scripts they have learned from the movies. 

Why so much craving for diversion and distraction.  Obviously it’s to keep us from seeing the misery and wretchedness of our lives, broken by sin.  And secondly, it is to help us avoid the dreadful knowledge of the judgment and wrath of God that is coming for all sinners.  That’s why we crave diversion, anything to prevent us from seeing the horror of our life in sin, both now and in the life to come.  As St. Augustine noted, “Our hearts are restless until we rest in Thee.”  


C.  And diversion creeps into the church.  Satan loves it when we give heart and soul and mind and strength to anything or to nothing, just so long as it is not to that which God calls us.  The apostles had their attention held by Jesus Christ.  They stared fixedly at him.  And when they were tempted to exchange their work for another good work, they saw the evil one’s scheming immediately, and refused to budge.  Christ had called them to the ministry of the Word, to be his witnesses, to lay the foundation of the church.  Had they stumbled here, they would have laid a faulty foundation.  But God was protecting his church through the faithfulness of his officers.    

So the solution was to turn this work over to other capable men.
III. WE MUST RELY UPON OUR CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY.


A.  The Apostles humbled themselves and admitted they could not do all the work alone.  “2  And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. 3  Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty.”  We must rely upon our Christian community.  It was not only the apostles who were gifted by God.  There were others.  Barnabas has been mentioned already.  We will soon see the powerful ministry of Stephen and Philip.  Eventually we will meet Dorcas, Apollos, Priscilla and Aquila, Silas, Lydia, Timothy, and Luke.  Next time we’ll examine the work of these first deacons more closely.  

CONCLUSION   


Satan strikes deeply.  On the heels of a victory, he attacks the pride of the apostles with this biting complaint, this grumbling allegation of favoritism.  He entices them to diversion, to set aside their calling, the great work of the ministry of the Word, for the sake of another good work, ministry to and care for the needy. 


AND GOD PROTECTS HIS CHURCH.  He does so through the Christian maturity of his church officers.  They will not be turned aside.  They will not be distracted.  They will not abandon God’s first calling to “feed my sheep” with the Word of God.  And they will not strike back.  They will not answer the grumbling complaint with bitterness or self-defense, because they know the great value of the flock.  So they answer with meekness.  

Satan’s schemes are foiled, and God protects his church.  

We are the church as well, the body of Christ.  We need to press on to Christian maturity, to the development of Christian graces.  We need to avail ourselves diligently of all of the means God has provided for our growth in Christ-likeness:  the ministry of the Word, the sacraments, constant prayer, all nurtured in the rich soil of Christian fellowship.


God has distributed various gifts to all of his people, and you are needed here. There is an obvious division of labor, just as we find in a body.  Not all are eyes or ears or hands or feet in the body, but each part is essential to the whole.  And all of the work of the church is ministry, which means serving.  The work of the elders is no more ministry than the work of the deacons or the congregation members.  And you need to be asking what is your place in the body.
____________________________________________________________________________________________


