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Because we are ordaining and installing officers this morning, we turn to the one recorded speech of the Apostle Paul to church officers, the elders of the church at Ephesus.
He had landed in Miletus, south of Ephesus, in a hurry to reach Jerusalem.  So he sent for the elders come south to him rather than journey out of his way to them.

He knew he was headed for a confrontation and crisis with Jewish leaders that would radically alter his life if not end it.  Either way, he spoke to the elders as a man speaking with his brothers and friends for the last time.  Here are heartfelt, solemn words of reminder, warning and benediction. They are as much for us now as for the elders then.

READ....PRAY

Here Paul transferred responsibility for the church at Ephesus from his shoulders onto those of the elders, to carry on.

From verses 17-21, we can see he transferred onto their shoulders the basis for their leadership.  He does this by passing on his own example, repeating twice the phrase, “you know”.
He began in verse 18 by saying, “You know how I lived the whole time I was with you” and then recalled his humility and his persistence in spite of opposition.  
You might think it not very humble to appeal to one’s humility.    Let me remind you that Paul’s appeal began with, “You know...”.  If it were not true, he would have been a fool to write that.  In fact from their response, it is clear they did know.

By humility, Paul referred to his determination to identify with Christ “publicly and house to house”, before Jews and Greeks (20-21).  That is in public and in private, before those who were hostile and those who were receptive.  By humility is meant, he showed no regard for personal advantage.  

And so also, in verse 33, he reminded them of his insistence on providing for his own needs rather than demanding gold, silver, clothing (33), or anything else from them.

In addition to his conduct, he reminded the believers of his ministry.  In verse 20, we read for the second time, “You know...”  “You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house.  I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.”

What did Paul mean by that phrase, “anything that would be helpful to you”.  Verse 27 makes it clear, he was referring to “the whole counsel of God”.  
By “anything that would be helpful to you,” Paul wasn’t implying he had just picked and chosen which parts of God’s revelation to teach.  
Just the opposite.  His point is, he had withheld nothing and let the chips fall where they may.  As he would later write Pastor Timothy of the Ephesian church, “All scripture is God-breathed and is profitable...”  That is, the part that is popular and the part that is not, the part that comforts and the part that rebukes, the part that encourages and the part that warns.
So here we have the basis for leadership in the church.  By basis I mean more than the historic foundation for church office, but the basis for your legitimacy and mine as officers.  It rests on these two uncompromising commitments:  To seek others’ advantage in Christ rather than gain for oneself; and to uphold the entirety of God’s Word without hesitation.
In recent weeks, I spoke with Alan Avera the head of church planting for the ARP.  He told me of a church planting assessment center several months ago in which potential church planters are evaluated for their gifts and ability to plant a church successfully.  
The candidates were given scenarios where they must work together to solve problems or develop plans related to a new church.
Alan told me of one candidate in particular.  At the end of the assessment, all the other candidates had rated him most knowledgeable.  But independent of each other, they had also rated him least influential.  Why?  He preferred to speak than to listen.  He shared his knowledge freely, but was slow to affirm or encourage anyone.  He sought his own prestige.  He was not a humble man.
He may be a fine theologian and know the skill and strategies of church planting, but he is not servant.  Christ calls servants to lead his church.  
Lest we feel tempted to conclude that love and truth are at odds, let’s recall the second commitment Paul underscored as the basis for leadership as an officer:  an unhesitating commitment all the truth God has revealed.

It is one thing to deny that the virgin birth occurred, or that Jesus is the only way to heaven, or that hell is real, or that God’s will, not man’s, is sovereign in who is saved, or that homosexual acts are sinful.   It is another thing to no longer teach these things.  Or is it?  Is there any real difference at all?  
Paul would later also write Pastor Timothy of the Ephesian church, that the church is “the pillar and foundation of the truth.”
Paul was underscoring the church’s essential mission is to uphold what God has revealed, to not let it slide or slip away, become neglected or forgotten, or somehow be turned on its head
Paul spoke of his greatest fear for the church at Ephesus.  He said in verse 29, “I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among your and will not spare the flock.”  He spoke of their “distorting the truth”, and “drawing disciples away”. (30)  He said this by way of warning.  The only thing that stood in / way between / church & his fear = / leaders’ diligence.
I think this is relevant for us, and I would hazard an application of the same warning to us, to Church of the Atonement, as an American church in the evangelical tradition.

Historically the divine inspiration, infallibility and inerrancy of the Bible has been a pillar that defined evangelicalism as a movement.  Flowing from that has been the commitment to evangelism and missions grounded in the conviction that Jesus Christ is the Lord and Savior sent from God, the only way to heaven, and that apart from repentance and faith Him, the world is without hope, without God, and under His wrath.
Where does evangelicalism stand today?  I am not sure it does.  What is clear is that evangelicalism has become market driven and scandal plagued.  It is retreating from its historic commitments and from the convictions that produced them -- commitments and convictions God has honored because both were true to the Bible.
As a result, the public preaching and teaching of Scripture is becoming more and more selective, justified in the name of attracting people and connecting with hearers.
Given that most church goers are poorly connected to the Bible, the approach doesn’t leave a lot of texts, let alone doctrines, to choose from.  It does free up a lot of time that used to be devoted to the exposition of Scripture.  Perhaps people are being connected, not convicted, just connected.
This last week I cut out an ad for what is called the 100-Minute Bible.  You thought the Reader’s Digest Bible was way too thin.  You can read the 100 minute Bible in a hundred minutes.  How convenient.  Why didn’t the Almighty think of it?  Leaves time for other stuff, more important stuff.  Right?
The Bible is full of hard sayings, not hard to understand but hard to accept because they run contrary to our culture; and tough to apply because they run contrary to our nature.  Both of those are fallen, they must pass away.  God’s Word abides for ever.  
My fear for Atonement in its future has little to do with conditions outside the church.  My fear is that we will lose our courage and our confidence in Christ, that we will convince ourselves the challenges we face are so uniquely dangerous because of our close association with Scripture that we join in retreating from it.
I am not speaking of the Bible as a symbol but to the Scriptures as they are written, the whole counsel of God, and retreating into just those corners of the Bible that are most readily accepted.

So, in the name of survival, we join the retreat.  To avoid offending we join the retreat.  To accommodate the growing antagonism toward reason, we join the retreat.   To be attractive, we join the retreat.  For the sake of gentleness and humility, we join the retreat.  
Timidity is not humility.  Hesitation is not gentleness.  For Paul, humility involved at least one non-negotiable, the determination to uphold God’s Word without hesitation, steadfast commitment to the whole counsel of God knowing it would be costly to his reputation if not his life.  That was not at all incompatible with tears.
At this point, Paul’s legitimacy as an apostle was at stake.  So is ours as officers and as a church.  The foundation for leadership that Paul placed on the shoulders of the elders at Ephesus, is ours as well.  Also, he transferred his burden.
In verse 22-27, we find another pair of verb phrases – not “you know”, “you know”, but rather “I know (23), “I know” (25).  Here Paul spoke of what lay ahead.  He was being taken from them to a dangerously uncertain future and would never see him again.
 “Therefore, (he said) I declare to you today, that I am innocent of the blood of all men.  For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.” (26)
Paul is saying in the most solemn of ways:  I leave my watch with the ship sound, its crew safe.  What happens next is your responsibility, not mine.  I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.  Now it is up to you.  You are responsible.
In closing I would ask the congregation, not the officers, what are you to do with this?  May I direct us all to Hebrews 13:17, where this burden of ministry is much in view.  There we read, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.
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