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THE MINISTRY OF ELDERS (2)
(Acts 20:17-38)

SUBJECT:  Church leadership:  qualities of elders.
F.C.F:  How will God see me all the way home?
PROPOSITION:  Since God has provided elders for our care, we must obey them.
INTRODUCTION:

A.  Have you been following the debate about the H1N1 flu virus vaccination?  Apparently many are concerned that the cure may be worse than the disease.  Some hospitals have refused to administer the nasal spray version of the vaccine because it contains the live, though weakened, virus.  Others are objecting to the injection form because it is supposed to contain other kinds of harmful chemicals that will be injected directly into the body along with it.  And some are asking, “What exactly is this going to do to me? How exactly is this supposed to help me?”


B.  We’ve been talking about the qualities and the ministry of elders.  The Bible teaches that the most important factor, humanly speaking, to ensure that you finish the course and make it to heaven is your church elders.  The elders who lead a congregation, both ruling and teaching elders, must be servants, sincere and stout-hearted, and that they must be sacrificial, sold-out to the cause of Christ, and steadfast.  They are to pay careful attention to themselves, to their moral integrity, but even more to their doctrinal fidelity, so that they can pay careful attention to you, as God’s divinely called and appointed shepherds or pastors of the precious flock, purchased at the astronomical cost of the very blood of God.  

And God asks you to submit to them.  In the vows you took to become a church member, you solemnly promised to submit to them.  And you should rightly be asking, “What exactly are these elders going to be doing to me? How exactly are they going to help me?”  Those are great questions.  I want to close our little excursus on the elders of the church from Acts 20 by speaking plainly about the ministry of elders.  


And here in his counsel to the elders of Ephesus recorded by the eyewitness, Dr. Luke, in Acts 20, Paul tells us 

I. THE MARK OF ELDER MINISTRY.

II. THE METHOD OF ELDER MINISTRY.

III. THE MESSAGE OF ELDER MINISTRY.

I. THE MARK OF ELDER MINISTRY.


What is the mark, the goal, the destination to which the elders press on in serving the flock of God? To you who are elders or who may be elders some day, this is what it’s all about; this to the heart of your calling before God.  To those of you who are not or will not be elders, this is what they will be striving to do for you.  And this is all good news, the best news.   


A.  First, you will be happy to note that the goal of elder ministry is to be profitable to you.  Paul declares of his own ministry as an elder-apostle:  “You yourselves know how I lived among you the whole time from the first day that I set foot in Asia, 19  serving the Lord with all humility and with tears and with trials that happened to me through the plots of the Jews; 20  how I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable.”  The goal of elder ministry is to be profitable to you.  And, of course we’re not speaking about something so trivial as financial profit, but the real and everlasting profit that Jesus spoke of, the “treasure in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal” (Matthew 6:20) kind of profit.  The goal of elder ministry is to do you the best possible good, even if you don’t yet recognize it.


B.  So it’s no wonder that Paul also describes it in terms of care, caring for you.  As we saw last time in verse 28:   “the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God….”  Aside from the family (sometimes), where else in all the world do we find something like this, someone pledging before God that they will lay down their lives in caring for another?  This is truly quite remarkable!  


C.  And Paul also describes elder-ministry in terms of building you up in verse 32:  “32  And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up….”  Oh, I know that Paul is talking about building up the elders from the church in Ephesus, but the purpose of doing so is that they may build up the flock.  Sometimes you hear the term “edify” or “edification” which means to build up.  An imposing building is sometimes called an “edifice.”  Again, where else do you find someone solemnly committed to building you up, and not just individually, but as a part of the blood-bought people of God?  

D.  It is no surprise, then, that Paul could summarize the elder ministry in terms of “working hard” to “help the weak” (vs. 35).  This is remarkable:  in the church the Lord Jesus Christ is providing men who will spend themselves and invest their lives in what is to your true profit, caring for you, building you up, and strengthening you in your weakness.  Don’t your just yearn for that kind of ministry, whether you are an elder or not? As we saw in Acts 10, Peter could declare that Jesus simply went about doing good.  And his elders are all about the same thing.  This is the mark of elder ministry.
II. THE METHOD OF ELDER MINISTRY.


A.  The method of elder ministry may at first be surprising.  But once you think about it, it makes sense.  The only activity that Paul mentions in this text, the only work of elders that he describes, the only one, is speaking.  Apparently his primary work as an elder-apostle, was talking.  Now he uses a variety of words to describe the act of speaking:  “declaring” (vs. 20), “teaching” (also vs. 20), “testifying” (vs. 21), and again “testify” (vs. 24), “declaring” (vs. 27), and “admonishing” (vs. 31).  And, what’s more, the greatest danger to the flock, according to verse 30 is “speaking twisted things” (vs. 30).  It seems that it’s all about words, straight words instead of crooked words.  Or perhaps we should say that it’s all about THE Word.  The method of elder ministry is to feed the flock by conveying the life-giving Word of God.  At its heart, elder ministry is the ministry of the Word.  God’s plan is to renew your mind with his Word.  It is his truth that will enflame godly affections in you, and that in turn will impel you into obedience and service to Christ.  


So the method of elder ministry is in every way to teach, declare, establish, explain, and apply God’s Word, and to refute what is false.  And that is in various venues which are formal and public, like this one, and in less formal and private ways as well.  This is what Paul says in verse 20:  “20  how I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable, and teaching you in public and from house to house….”  


B.  The method of elder ministry is words, proclaiming the Word of God.  That word will lead to action, but get this, it will lead to your action.  The ministry of the Word of God will prepare, equip, and motivate you to good deeds.  That’s what we saw back in Acts 6.  The elders of the church in Jerusalem, the apostles, were deeply devoted to the ministry of the Word.  And then a need arose:  caring for the widows in the congregation, a wonderful good work of compassion and care.  And what did the elder-apostles do about it? They had the congregation elect others to take on that worthy work, because they were called to another work.  The elder-apostles explained:  “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.”  (Acts 6:2-4)

So the method of elder ministry is the ministry of the Word, in every way teaching, proclaiming, declaring, and testifying, in public and in private.  And we are also given… 
III. THE MESSAGE OF ELDER MINISTRY.

A.  What is the message which the elders are to convey so faithfully and continually, in every possible venue, public or private? It is the Word of God.  Paul calls it “the whole counsel of God,” that is, everything that God has told us in Scripture.  “26  Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all of you, 27  for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God.”

B.  But we can sharpen that up and become more specific.  The message of elder ministry is, according to vs. 32, “the word of his grace.”  I’m thinking that sounds pretty good:  grace—it means God’s undeserved mercy and favor.  It means that I get God’s very best, when I truly deserved his very worst.  The old Puritan pastor, John Newton, has gotten it exactly right when he taught us to sing:  “Amazing grace how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me.”  It is the word of the astonishing, breathtaking, beyond-all-hope, great news of God’s kindness to us in Jesus Christ.  It is the news that the hand of almighty God that should have struck me down for my wickedness is in fact the nail-scarred hand that raises me up and sets my feet on solid ground.  

The message of elder ministry is, according to verse 24, none other than “the gospel of the grace of God.” And you recall that the word translated “gospel” literally means “good news.”  What a privilege to be an elder and to have this message to bear to others, the best news of the grace of God! Of course, you don’t need to be an elder to share this good news.  In fact, we have a new guest book, so you can start inviting your friends to church again.  

C.  Paul says that the message of elder ministry, this “gospel of the grace of God” is intended to lead people to “repentance toward God and of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Through the enabling power of the Holy Spirit, when people see the great, reconciling love of God in Jesus Christ, they return to God in repentance, turning from the empty and self-destructive ways of sin and self, and turning in faith, trusting that Jesus is so great that he can save us and reconcile us to God.  This is why the elder ministry is so profitable:  you gain everything when you are reconciled to God.  This is the great goal of the elders’ faithful care, building you up and strengthening you, so that you more and more turn away from the vain emptiness of sin and more and more turn in faith to Jesus.  


Now I suspect that you do not yet understand how truly valuable this ministry of the gospel of the grace of God is to you.  And that’s because you do not yet grasp how truly good is this good news.  And the reason why the ministry of elders is in every way to testify, declare, and teach this good news of the grace of God to you is this:  the more you come to know and digest this truth, the more 1) you will repent and turn away from the sin that ruins you; and 2) the more you will completely trust, lean upon, and rest in Jesus Christ the Lamb of God.  

APPLICATIONS  


I have three applications:

1.  If you have not already, you need to join the church and come under the care of the elders.  You need to understand that this is the primary way that Jesus is going to care for you—through his elders whom he has appointed.  You may say, “I don’t need anybody caring for me,” and you are right in the sense that you don’t need anybody warming your bottle or changing your diapers.  But God says you do need someone caring for you, otherwise he’s just wasting his time with all this elder stuff.  And God does not waste his time.  And God says he will not be mocked.  You need to profess your faith in Jesus Christ and come under the authority, the protection, oversight and care of his elders.  


2.  Some of you church members also need to join the church.  Oh, I know you are formally on the role.  But it seems like you haven’t really joined us.  You come to as little as you can, and you slip away as quickly as you can, and you don’t really give us a chance to know you.  And if you don’t let us know you, have you really joined us? I don’t care what the record book says, if you’re standing over to the side looking on from a distance then you really need to join us.  The elders will have a really hard time caring for you if you won’t let them know you. 


3.  And I need to say a final word about the church elders, you who are to be “servants, sincere and stout-hearted, sacrificial, sold-out to the cause of Christ, and steadfast; you who are to pay careful attention to yourselves so that you can pay careful attention to the precious flock bought with God’s own blood, you who are to be caring for that flock by continually declaring in every way the “gospel of the grace of God.”  Perhaps you are wondering as I am:  Where are these super-hero elders going to come from? Who could possible measure up to all this? Who could possibly fill these enormous shoes?  

Nobody in this room.  I think we all need to remember that God ordinarily uses weak things to do his mighty work.  He does this so that in the end everybody is crystal clear that this is all the result of God’s power and not human ingenuity, wisdom, or strength.  Paul writes to the church in Corinth in 1 Corinthians 1:26ff. “26  For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 27  But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 28  God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, 29  so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. 30  He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification and redemption. 31  Therefore, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”

In 2 Corinthians, Paul thinks about the great task of ministry, and exclaims:  “Who is sufficient for these things?”  And he concludes “But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.”  God delights to use weak things to do his mighty work, so that all the glory, honor, and praise belong to him.  
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