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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

In these verses, Luke records the church’s third run-in with adversity, a third threat in as many chapters.  

First, there was the effort to silence the witness of the church through persecution.   You remember how the Jewish Sanhedrin had Peter and John arrested, and then threatened them.  

Then there was the effort to compromise the witness of the church through corruption.  Remember last week, how Peter confronted Ananias:  “Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit” (5:3)  
Along with persecution, this, too was a satanic attack on the church.  So was the third, recorded in chapter 6.

READ

What was the attack here?  How was the church being most threatened?  The unity of the church was obviously being challenged, though that is not what was uppermost.  I don’t want to minimize this either.

There were two groups in the church.  One group felt their widows were being overlooked in the serving of good.  Food!  What’s more basic than food?  What could be more scandalous than overlooking someone’s need for food?  Churches have divided over far less.

The apostles responded.  They did not respond defensively.  They didn’t complain to God.  They didn’t shun the complainers.  Instead they proposed a solution that was full of grace and excellence:

“Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them.”  They did, and the threat of division was averted.
Yet still, the threat of division was not uppermost on the Apostles’ minds as they rendered their decision.  What could be worse?   
Look at how the Apostles prefaced their remarks:  "It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.”  (3)  

Notice also how they concluded their remarks.  “We will turn this responsibility over to them and will “give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word."  (6: 3-4)  “Give our attention” is a weak translation of a verb that is otherwise translated “continue steadfast.”
What was Peter most concerned to safeguard?  The ministry of the Word!  By this he meant preaching and teaching.  As great a threat as division was, the greater threat was distraction, that the apostles would, to use their term, neglect the ministry of the word in order to address a real danger.  
Luke shows the Lord was quick to show God’s blessing on their resolve in verse 7:  “So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.”    

There is more than one way to starve someone.  You can overlook his need for food so he is not served.  That’s serious.  If it’s deliberate, it’s scandalous.  Meeting that need is an expression of Jesus’ love.  
But we – I mean a church -- can also overlook people’s need for spiritual food, so we don’t serve them the word of God.  Jesus’ first question for the leaders of any church will be, “Did you feed my sheep?” 

I think this parallel was exactly on the mind of the apostles in their response to the complaint.  “Waiting” on tables is literally “serving” tables the same term they used when they spoke of remaining steadfast in the “ministry” of the word. 

They really were saying, we will not neglect serving the Word in order to serve food.  So they created an entirely new arm of leadership in the church to make sure food is served. 
This was Satan’s subtlest attack -- taking a legitimate need or problem or complaint – and pressing it so that the leadership of the church and the people of the church neglect to serve God’s Word or to receive it.
Satan isn’t innovative.  He recycles the same old temptations in new ways.  When Jesus was in the desert, you remember how he tried to get Jesus to turn stones into bread.  

Jesus had fasted forty days.  There is nothing wrong with bread or eating.  But Jesus said to him, “It is written, man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”

Jesus understood the temptation, to neglect God’s Word for the sake of food, to set it aside so he could satisfy himself in another area.  Now the devil was tempting the Body of Christ in the same way.

Why would I emphasize this?  First of all, so you know why we do what we do at this church and understand its importance.  Further, because neglecting the ministry of the word – it refers to preaching and teaching – is a temptation in every generation.  Though doing so has the same effect as suppressing or corrupting it.  
No matter what justification is offered, we not trimming our wick.  We are not improving the church in any way.  We’re extinguishing our light.  We are starving ourselves.  The devil loves for us to do that.  It frees him up to spend more time persecuting and corrupting churches that don’t.

When you sit down to lunch today, and someone asks you what did the pastor preach on, please don’t say, “Job security.”
Here’s a little secret.  For every preacher who has people flock to hear him because he is him, there are a thousand who do not.  To prepare a sermon for 40 people is just as demanding as preparing a sermon for 400 or 4,000.  The history of the church confirms that pastors have more often and in far greater numbers neglected the ministry of the word that attended to it.  It is what Paul called it, hard work.
The results of neglecting preaching are the same no matter what the justification.  What’s happening in churches that have abandoned the preaching of Scripture because it is no longer deemed God’s infallible Word, and because preaching it is beside the point of addressing the terrible issues of poverty and injustice?  They are denying the deity of Christ, denying the Trinity, paying homage to some female deity named Sophia, and defending nothing but sins the Bible condemns.

What’s happening in Bible believing churches that have decided that preaching is ineffective, that people can no longer listen to sermons, that there are more effective ways to communicate like drama and multi-media presentations?  What happens when the electricity goes off?  The answer is nothing; it’s all over till next Sunday.  What do people learn in churches where the preaching of the Scripture has given away to chuckles, tears, and a motivational message based on a verse?  
How can you learn the great truths of scripture when a decision has been made that even adults can no longer handle the language of Scripture?  You can’t.  

You know what Paul says about the words of Scripture?  They inspired by God.  He says the words he used to teach were not words taught us by human wisdom but words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words.  The man without the Spirit does not accept the thing that comes from the Spirit of God for they are foolishness to him.
If people cannot handle the language of Scripture, the problem is not that they are post-modern.  The problem is they do not have the Holy Spirit.  That problem is not solved by neglecting the words  God has given us to understand him.  Faith comes by hearing.

In Nehemiah 8, the people of God had not heard the Word in any systemic way for decades.  Ezra the scribe ordered that the Scriptures be read, then explained simply so the people could understand and take it to heart.  The principle of biblical exposition was established, continued and was later endorsed by our Lord.
In Luke 4, Jesus stood in his own home synagogue, read from the prophet Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind…” 

He closed the book handed it the attendant, and began to preach, “Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing…”  Everything Jesus then did – every miracle, every act of kindness – followed his preaching of God’s Word.  Should it be a surprise if the same priority is to characterize the church, his body?  

God’s revelation consists of words, not mere sounds or images.  

Preaching is the form of expression that does justice to the form of the revelation.  Theater and art were well known means of communication in Roman world, and along with vaunted oratory, preferable to the Greek mind.  But as the church expanded into that world, the church continued to preach, because preaching is the means God’s choose.  He called men to declare his will from his own words, to explain them and apply them to the life of people.

As long as there is a true church there will be preaching, and Paul’s charge to Timothy surely apply to anyone who be given the responsibility:  “In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction.”  (II Tim. 4:1-2)
If this is how I am to preach God’s word, tell me this:  How are you to listen?  The question for you over your meal on Sunday, isn’t, how was the preacher this morning?  Rather, it is, how was I this morning?  It is not whether the preacher did a good job serving the Word, but whether I did a good job receiving it?  Did I take swallow it with my ears, into mind where I digested it for the good of my heart?

Just as much as the devil loves distracting churches so they do not provide the ministry of the word, he loves distracting people so they do not receive it.  Either way really, the ministry of the word has been abandoned.  
The exhortations in Scripture to preach are not for the good of the preacher.  They are for the good of the hearer.  They are for your good.  They are a means of grace from him to you.
Acts 20:32
"Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.


