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Acts 6
    Keeping the main thing, the main thing
midweekchurch
A number of years ago John West had a great advertising campaign, some might even say it was the secret of their success. There was the John West buyer in his overalls and long rubber boots, having a long, hard look at the day’s catch. He was there to make sure that only the best fish went to John West. And at the end of the ad campaign the unforgettable slogan, “It's the fish that John West rejects, that makes John West the best.” 

That’s a good slogan isn’t it? You have to know when to say no. You don’t just take anything, any fish that people are offering you. You only take the best. And you say no to the rest. Now that is a good philosophy for fish products but it is actually good for life, for business and for the Church. You have to know when to say no. You have to have your priorities right. You have to keep the main thing, the main thing.

So what is the main thing when it comes to the church? Is it having a beautiful and functional building? Is it the sense of worship that we get when we come along on a Wednesday night? Is it about finding people that you connect with? Is it having good music or lots of people your age? But really when we make those suggestions we are only talking about the time of worship, aren’t we and Church is a much bigger concept than that, isn’t it?

So is the main thing in the Church about caring for its members or is it evangelising the lost? Is it about visiting the sick in hospitals or nursing homes or about reaching out to the poor and lost? Is it about teaching Scripture in our schools or having good Bible teaching? About running a vibrant youth group or supporting the elderly? Is it about missionary work or writing letters to our politicians? When you think about it there are thousands of things that a good Church should do. So what is the main thing? And how do you and I keep the main thing, the main thing?

That’s what Acts 6 is all about. Here the early Church has been growing and now we see that Satan begins to attack. And in this chapter he does it in a sneaky way, he tries to preoccupy the leaders of the church with social administration, which was a good thing but not the main thing. He wants them to concentrate on something other than the main game. 
1. The problem (verse 1) So let’s look at the problem in verse 1. “In those days, when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.” There we have it, division in the Church. Grumbling, complaining, this is not fair.
You can imagine what happened can’t you? Someone began complaining about the other widows. She began to say, “Hey, Priscella, look how much food those Hebrew-speaking widows are getting. And look how much we are getting. Hey, I’m missing out here and someone had better do something about this. Our leaders had better stop spending so much time reading the Bible and leading prayer groups and start caring for us widows or we’ll leave the Church.” 
Now Priscella probably never talked directly to the Apostles. She probably talked to everyone else in her circle of friends except the Apostles. And the problem began to grow and if nothing were to happen the heading in the Jerusalem Times would be something like “Apostles starve little old ladies.”
Now once again our writer Luke is being honest. Every Church has problems, even the early Church. Dare I say it is bit like the Terranora end of the parish saying to the Tweed end, why is it that everything is always at Tweed Heads? Or the older people saying to the younger people why is that that our ministers spend more time with you than with us? In any church there is always potential for divisions. And when there is division it is easy to be distracted and you can lose focus of what the main game is all about. 

And when there is growth, Churches also face problems. There are only so many resources to go around. Other people come in and the leadership seems more concerned about them and that is because now there is more to do and less to do it with. I personally think that we have struggled with this over the last couple of years, as the number of services and the activities of the church have increased so it is easy for some to feel left out. 

Now that was the problem & in 2. Verses 2-6, we see the Apostle’s solution. You see when a Church faces a problem they are also given an opportunity. We can examine our ministry & discover things have to change. When things are chugging along OK, it is easy to maintain the status quo but when problems occur, it is dangerous to keep everything the same. 

Now in this case the apostles studied the situation and concluded they were to blame, they were too busy preaching and teaching and praying that they had neglected the distribution to the widows. In the past when people had given money, even when they had sold properties, we hear that they laid the money at the apostle’s feet and they were the ones who distributed it to the needy. That was what had been happening in the past but now there were a couple of thousand people to disciple, there were new Christians to be established in the faith. The apostles had created this problem because they were trying to do too much. So the leaders put their hand up and said, we are part of this problem but we will also find a solution to this problem.

Now notice what the apostles did, they talked about the issue openly. Often problems get much bigger if they are ignored or never come to the surface. But here they gather everyone together and talk about the issues. They come up with a plan, the Church will choose a few good men, seven in fact, who are thoroughly converted and wise and they will delegate to them the responsibility to make sure that no one is left out. And then they get the Church people themselves to choose who will do the job. 

Seven men, you'll notice, who are not good businessmen; nor who have had experience in the food industry. Seven men who verse 3 says are known to be full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom. This is no second rate job. It's not as if there's a distinction between the spiritual work and the physical work, and that somehow looking after people’s needs and doing the administration really doesn’t matter. No it's vital, too vital to do a second rate job. For how they teach others about God and how they treat others will reflect on their God and what others think about Him. 
But there is something I want to point out to you about the people that the early Church choose – and it is not obvious at first but each of the names Stephen, Philip, Procurus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas and Nicolas are actually Greek speaking names and none of them are Jewish names. Which means seeing the apostles were all Hebrew Jews, they actually set apart seven people who were all Greek speaking Jews.

So you think that your widows are missing out? Well how about we find some of your people who will ensure that never happens again. It is very smart thinking and means that now the Church has capable people from both sides of the fence in leadership positions. And it means now there are people in the know who can see both sides of the story.

So the application for us is that we should aim to have people from each of the services have some leadership responsibility. There needs to be a mixture of young and old, male and female, Kingscliff, Terranora, and Tweed. Yes they would need to be people filled with the Holy Spirit and people who are wise but wouldn’t the Church make better, more informed decisions if we could develop leaders from across all potential divisions? 

I’ve seen in other Churches people (and even ministers) who want to hold onto power and be at the centre of everything that is happening, where here the apostles delegate responsibility and set apart people who will do the job in their place. So they can get back on with the job that Jesus has called them to do and so that they can keep the main game, the main game. And so the apostles are now freed to pray and be involved in the ministry of the word – preaching, teaching and evangelising. If the Church was going to continue to grow in numbers and in faith someone had to keep the emphasis on the word of God. Someone had to plant the seed, water the plant and watch God give the growth. 

3. The Principle. Which leads us to a couple of very important principles. We can’t be distracted in our church today from the priorities of prayer and the ministry of the word. You need to be releasing your leaders, your ministers and your elders in particular so that they ensure that the main thing remains the main thing. 
So often the elders and I are the ones found opening and closing the hall, chasing up those who haven’t come to Church for a while, cleaning the Church, buying groceries for the needy, making sure those in nursing homes are getting visited and cared for. Now it’s not that these jobs are beneath us, no our job is to be servants. But if we do these things it means we don’t have the same time to pray for you and our future, to disciple new Christians one on one, to evangelise those on the fringe of the church and society and establish new ministries.

Yet if we could all find our spot, all the work of the church would be done and it would be done well. Not rushed nor as last priorities but together we would be growing in our faith as we all used our spiritual gifts and we would grow in maturity as we learnt from our leaders who teach us and were uplifted by prayer that is being directed to God for us.

So friends can I put up my hand this evening and admit that I am part of the problem. I allow myself to get caught up in too many things. I don’t pray for you and this church as much as I am called to do. At times I get bogged down with administration and with visiting and I find it hard to put the time in for my sermons and for my witnessing and for thinking through where we are going in the future. We are a growing Church and the model of our ministry is still pretty similar to what it was when we were a third of the size.

I am part of the problem but so are you as well. We as a Session struggle to identify and encourage people to become elders. We would love to spend the time training people to take on their roles. But people are just so busy today that the ministry of the Church often gets pushed to the edges.

So together we have to learn the lessons of Acts 6. We need to deal with our issues in an open and upfront way. We need to admit that our old structures are not coping with our growth and we need to be identifying and training and releasing people to look after our widows, to help the needy, to keep our buildings in shape, to ensure those who are missing are chased up, those who are sick are cared for, those who are lonely are included in what we are doing. In that way the word of God will go out and people will be loved. The ministry of prayer and the ministry of holding people’s hands will be prominent in all we do.

This is important stuff. As American preacher John MacArthur writes: “The church today needs organization for the same reasons as the first fellowship. Pastors must be freed to focus on the preaching of the Word and prayer. Better organization can help meet the needs of all members and thus avoid conflict. And a unified, well-taught church will be a powerful witness to the lost world.”

4. So what was the result of this reorganisation in Acts 6? (Verse 7) “The word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.”  What happened? The growth continued. 
A church that's keeping prayer and teaching the word right at the centre. And at the same time is pouring time and energy and wisdom and resources into practical caring. That's a healthy church. And verse 7 says that's what it was like, with some astounding results. That even Jewish priests were being converted to the faith - the great opponents of the apostles were being won over. I guess by hearing the word proclaimed. And seeing the way these Christians cared for one another. "
I ran across a great quote by a man named Sidlow Baxter: "...Men may spurn our appeals, reject our message, oppose our arguments, despise our persons -- but they are helpless against our prayers." And so when prayer is put to the top of the list by all members of the church. When the Bible is unchained and applied to all our situations in life. When widows are cared for, the sick are visited, the young are nurtured and the needy filled, God will continue to do his good work. God’s word will speak to the hearts of men and God’s love will be unleashed into all the world.

One Sunday morning the pastor was trying to move his congregation from being spectators to becoming participants in the ministry of the Kingdom. He had prayed all week that the Lord would open the eyes of all of those who called the church “home.” The pastor knew that he had been given a word from the Lord and he was chomping at the bit to deliver the Word. His passion exuded from his voice as he told the congregation, "With God’s help we can see the day when this church will go from crawling to walking." 
The people responded enthusiastically, "Let the church walk, pastor, let the church walk." “Oh yeah! The Lord has answered my prayer! They are getting it,” the pastor thought to himself as he rolled into his next sentence. "And when the church begins to walk, next the church can begin to run." 
And the people shouted, "Let the church run, pastor, let the church run!" The pastor was beside himself as he continued, "And finally the church can move from running and finally begin to soar. Oh, the church can soar! But of course, that’s going to take the commitment of all of us for that to happen!" The congregation grew quiet, deathly quiet, and from the back of the small church, someone mumbled, "Let the church crawl, pastor, let the church crawl."
Friends, what do you want the Church to do? To crawl or to grow? To be divided or unified? To change our world or be kept safe and sound within these four walls? Well that’s up to us. We need to keep the main thing, the main thing. We need to build everything we do around prayer and the preaching and teaching of God’s word and we need to love and care for both the saint and the sinner. 

O Lord, let the Church no longer crawl but soar!
