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GOD’S GIFT OF DEACONS
(Acts 6:1-7)
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A.  One of the distinctive schools of philosophy was developed in and is most widely employed in America.   It is the philosophy known as “pragmatism.”  Its key feature is to do whatever it takes to solve the problem right away.  Pragmatism looks for “whatever works,” whatever “gets the job done.”  The great flaw of pragmatism is that it is short-sighted; it does not take the long view.  And often what appears to be the solution today creates further problems along the way.  Take, for example, the high price of gasoline.  Several years ago, the problem of the scarcity and rising costs of crude oil was identified.  One pragmatic solution was to switch to “alternative fuels.”  If people don’t like paying so much for gasoline, we will use corn to make ethanol.  This was supposedly the solution to the problem of rising prices at the pump. 


But you know what happened.  Using corn to make ethanol caused the price of corn to rise, the same corn that farmers feed to chickens, cattle, and hogs.  So since feed costs rose, the cost of groceries likewise rose, and so the pragmatic solution to one problem created another problem.  The pragmatic solution to the second problem of rising food costs is yet to be found, but it will be, and that will likely cause other problems.  Pragmatism is the short-sighted, make-it-up-as-you-go way of solving problems.

B.  Now I didn’t really want to talk about the pros and cons of ethanol this morning.  My point rather is that this is how some see the organization and government of Christ’s holy church.  They tend to treat is pragmatically, on a make-it-up-as-you-need it basis.  For example, the idea of elders and deacons seems quite old-fashioned.  Today in the business world, we have different models such as the chain-of-command:  the president and/or CEO, the vice-presidents or junior officers, working your way up the ladder and so forth.  Or there is the model of “teams.”  Groups almost form competitive squads which work together to develop a winning strategy.  

C.  I want to suggest to you that the Bible is not pragmatic when it comes to leadership.  It establishes a God-ordained pattern of leadership for all churches in all times and places.  When it comes to the biblical offices of the church, elders and deacons, God’s Word does not allow us to make-it-up-as-we-go.  There are established offices, with qualifications and roles that are clearly-defined in Scripture.  It is our responsibility to form our church according to the pattern of God’s Word, and this is with respect to leadership as well.  There is a great responsibility laid upon the shoulders of the officers of the church, the elders especially, but also the deacons.  And our Scripture for this morning shows us the origin of the office of deacon and its relation to the session, the eldership of the church.  So let’s look into it. 

I.  THE NEED FOR DEACONS.


A.  The need for deacons in the church became apparent because the work became too large for the eldership to do on their own.  Remember, the twelve apostles served as the elders of the early church in Jerusalem.  Eventually the church spread to other areas, founded by the Apostles, and elders were trained and began to serve in those places as well.  Peter refers to himself as a “fellow elder.”  And the first elders were seeking to do all of the ministry in the church.  Their error became quite apparent.  “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. 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. 4  But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 

B.  I would argue that they ought not to have been doing that work of feeding impoverished widows in the first place, but should have immediately drafted others to take on this responsibility.  We can only be glad that the Spirit gave them this wisdom, prompted by a complain about their alleged poor performance, and that the eventually saw the need that had been there all along.  What I’m saying is that their solution was not mere pragmatism, a mere making-it-up-as-they-went, but was necessary from the beginning.  Moses found the same situation.  He had been judging all of the disputes in Israel.  And prompted by his wise father-in-law, he passed on this work into the hands of capable men.  This division of labor principle preceded the apostles by over a thousand years, and they should have seen it from the beginning.  At any rate, the office of deacon became a permanent office as we know from the later epistles.  The early church and every church today and in every age must recognize that God calls all of his people into forms of service both inside and outside of the Body of Christ.  The church always suffers when the work of service is given over to a few trained professionals.  This principle of the gifting and calling of all believers into forms of service was one of the refreshing rediscoveries during the Protestant Reformation, and perhaps we need to rediscover this today.
II. THE ELECTION OF DEACONS.


I want to examine the election process for deacons to demonstrate for you that when we elect and appoint or install deacons for service we do so according to the full authority and pattern of the Word of God.  Note with me the election process.  “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.”

A.  First of all, to be elected, deacons must meet certain qualifications.  “Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom….”  So, obviously, these officers us the church must be equipped by God both in character (“good repute”) and skill (“full of the Spirit and of wisdom”) to perform their work.  In 1 Timothy 3, the Apostle Paul further spells out their qualifications:  “8 Deacons likewise must be dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy for dishonest gain. 9 They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. 10 And let them also be tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they prove themselves blameless. 11 Their wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all things. 12 Let deacons each be the husband of one wife, managing their children and their own households well. 13 For those who serve well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.”  We always ask you to review these qualifications before you nominate or elect men to serve you as your deacons.  And even after they are elected, they are examined by the elders to ensure that they meet these qualifications. 

B.  And secondly, these deacons must be elected by the people and from the people.  “Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men….”  We safeguard this principle in our church’s constitution, the Book of Church Order.  It is always the prerogative of the congregation to elect their officers, every one of their officers:  deacons, ruling elders, and teaching elder or pastor.  It would be wrong for anyone to impose officers over you in the church.  And this principle is clearly biblical and from the very beginning.  

C.  And thirdly, these deacons are appointed or ordained, set apart to this solemn task by the authority of the elders.  “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.”  So in a wonderful cooperation, the Bible sets the qualifications for deacons, the congregation elects the deacons, and the elders set apart these deacons, commissioning them for this task.  

III. THE WORK OF DEACONS.


A.  It is also evident from the ancient church that there is a God-ordained division of labor in the church.  St. Paul fleshes this out more clearly, especially in places like Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4.  The Holy Spirit gives divine capacities for service to the various members of the Body of Christ, vital abilities for service.  Just as a body without the full function of all of its parts is severely limited, so the Body of Christ where some of its members are not using their spiritual gifts is incomplete and disabled.


B.  The apostles or elders already have their commission.  It is the ministry of the Word.  It is the oversight and propagation of the singular means for spiritual ministry, the living and active Word of God by which sinners are converted, and believers are strengthened.  So the Westminster Confession of faith teaches:  “The grace of faith, whereby the elect are enabled to believe to the saving of their souls, is the work of the Spirit of Christ in their hearts, and is ordinarily wrought by the ministry of the Word, by which also, and by the administration of the sacraments, and prayer, it is increased and strengthened.” (WCF 14.1)  While the ministry of the Word is certainly the primary work, it is by no means the only essential work in the church.  “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.”  The role of the deacons as one of compassion and care for the physical needs of the saints is from the beginning.  The understanding which sees the general role of the elders to be overseeing the SPIRITUAL needs of the congregation, and the general role of the deacons as pertaining to the PHYSICAL needs of the congregation is correct.  At the same time we should note that this distinction is not absolute.  Our next text finds the deacon Stephen preaching a sermon and Philip preaching Christ and evangelizing Samaria.

C.  We should also note that while both of these ministries of elders and deacons are described as “serving.”  These are roles of “service” so that both elders and deacons are considered “servants,” still the offices are distinguished by their measure of authority.  The office of elder is an office of spiritual authority, that’s why we refer to them as “ruling” elders, those charged with the faithful oversight of the congregation.  In fact, there is no higher authority in a Presbyterian church than the office of ruling elder, each of whom will be required by Christ, the Chief Shepherd as to the condition of the flock.  The office of deacon lacks that authority, and the board of deacons is under the direct oversight of the eldership.  It is no less valuable, however, as we see from our text in Acts 6.  The elders simply cannot perform their ministry without the vital support and aid of the deacons, and the whole congregation, for that matter.  

CONCLUSION 


And once again, I want to remind you that we are not making this up as we go.  The offices of the church are not inspired by mere pragmatism, but by the clear pattern of God’s Word.  

And I want you to note the marvelous result.  “5  And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch.”  The result was that there was great church unity.  God’s people were encouraged by this obvious sign of God’s presence through this godly, wise solution, and they gladly went to work.  “6  These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them.”  And may God give us this marvelous unity and mutual delight as we install our officers today.  


Oh, and one more thing:  “7  And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.”  God was greatly pleased by the obedience, unity, faithful trust, and godly labors of his people, and he gave the Word success for the salvation of the lost, the ingathering of the elect.  May God be pleased with us today, that he might continually pour out his blessing upon the ministry of the Word, that he might give his Word success, through the Word creating faith in unbelievers, and increasing and strengthening faith in his people.  
    
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. 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. 4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 5 And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 6 These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them. 7 And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.
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