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Looking In the Mirror of Acts –
Growing and Changing


A couple of weeks ago I was traveling from Enterprise, Alabama to Waveland, Mississippi with my friend Lance Hogan, pastor of the church in Enterprise.  We stopped in Pascagoula, Mississippi at a Cracker Barrel for lunch, and as we walked into the lobby we were greeted by Sally, who was the hostess.  Sally was a force of nature.  Her greeting was this – Hi!  Welcome to Cracker Barrel!  Do you think I’m too flashy?  Some of my coworkers think I’m too flashy!  She wasn’t really dressed flashy, but we were pretty certain we understood what they meant by flashy; she was certainly very outgoing as it would be impossible to overlook this person.  But the other really noticeable characteristic – and this was really obvious – were these false eyelashes she was wearing.  I don’t have a problem with false eyelashes, but as a general rule I think they shouldn’t be longer than your nose.  Those eyelashes were so long when she opened her eyes wide they touched the top of her forehead.  As she led us to her seats she was talking so loud and so animated that everyone in the restaurant turned to look.  I’m used to being in front of people but I felt so self-conscious.  We were seated and after she walked off Lance and I just looked at each other and wondered what just ran over us?  I had to admire her though, because here was someone who let you know exactly who she was and what she thought; there was no guessing.

I was thinking about that experience the other day as I was considering my message for this morning because it occurred to me I have been missing an important element in this series of messages from the book of Acts.  I have been speaking about the characteristics of the early church but I have not been making the connection to our church as strongly as I should.  Beginning today, I’m going to make an adjustment in my approach to these messages; in each message we will examine the issues, challenges and opportunities the early church faced and we will take those into our context here at this church and talk about what they can teach us as we seek to follow God into the future he has prepared for us.


I want to start this morning with a bit of a preface.  Over the course of the past few months we have been speaking about vision and the vision for our church.  I want to make clear a very important aspect of vision – vision is not a plan; vision is a way of seeing.  When we conducted a written survey and as we talked with people personally we weren’t just seeking information that we could distill into a plan.  What we were seeking were insights into how people were seeing – how do people see our church and how do they see our future.  

We must not ask God’s vision to serve a plan we devise; our plan must serve God’s vision.  One of the purposes of our current series of messages is to help our vision – our seeing – our understanding of what God is calling us to be and do.  There will be a plan presented at some point, but first we have to see, and that is the process we are now engaging.  


I am sometimes asked by people how many churches I have pastured.  I usually say probably four or five, which gets some strange reactions.  When I’m asked what churches I’ve pastured I say I’ve only pastured in one location, but it’s hosted four or five churches during my tenure.  See, we are transitioning as a church whether we recognize it or not.  I believe God is already drawing us into the future he has prepared for us and into the future he wants us to embrace.  But I think we are uncertain about that future.  I think we are struggling to embrace the church that God desires us to be.  We are witnessing some exciting – and some scary – transitions taking place in our church and to some extent we are uncertain how we feel about those transitions.  Here is my great concern – will we embrace the future that God is beginning to reveal to us, and also embrace the challenges and struggles that come with that future, or will we allow the moment to pass us by?  I know people sometimes think it’s an overused statement when I say we are in a time of very critical transition, but I believe we are; and I believe we will either embrace where God is leading or we will miss an opportunity that may not pass our way again for a long time.

So let’s look at the passage from Acts this morning to see what we can learn.  This is a passage familiar to us in relation to the deacon ministry of the church, but today we are going to look at it from a very different angle.  Let’s look at what the challenges were in this passage and then see how those same challenges are before us as well.

1.  Is it possible to bring unity and oneness from diversity?

The deacons and I did something very interesting some months ago.  We traveled to several different churches and visited their worship services.  We had one learning goal in mind – what’s it like to be a visitor in a church?  We had some very interesting conversations about how it felt to be people who suddenly were transformed from being very comfortable in their own church to be a complete stranger and newcomer to another church.  That can be a very intimidating experience.

Those of us who have been here for a time forget how difficult it can be to enter into a new church for the first time; and it is even more difficult when you haven’t really been a part of any church.  Every church has its own culture and its own set of expectations.


Let’s look at the setting of this passage from Acts.  The first ministry of the early church was a benevolence ministry, where the church provided meals for the widows in the community.  There was a controversy that arose as the Hellenistic Jews felt they were being overlooked in favor of the native Hebrews – it was an accusation of favoritism.  The native Hebrews were those who had spent their lives in the vicinity of Jerusalem; the Hellenistic Jews were those who were Jewish by birth but had grown up in the larger Gentile world, as a part of the Roman Empire.  

The early church was faced with this problem – how do you overcome the differences between people?  Here was a problem of differences based on geography.  Every once in a while Tanya will remind me that I am not a native southerner; sometimes she calls me a Yankee, and she doesn’t use that as a term of endearment.  To her Alabama born and raised grandmother I was highly suspicious, and sometimes I was a specific kind of Yankee.  

As people, we can allow ourselves to be divided based on geography, race, economics, education, social standing and a host of other differences.  We are such a diverse church, which is a wonderful gift.  When you look around the landscape of churches in America you see a lot of sameness; we should thank God for our diversity, but we cannot allow our diversity to pull us apart.  It’s really a good thing to be different from one another.  

I know some people don’t like some of the things I say in my sermons.  I know some people think I’m too liberal on some issues, and some think I’m too conservative.  I know that some people don’t really care for the style of music in the 9:00 service and some people wish we emphasized certain things more or did certain things differently.  That is the nature of being in a diverse group of people.

We have been stretched in the past couple of years in dealing with our diversity, with our diversity of backgrounds and perspectives and as we deal with people who are different we must have the wisdom of the early church to say that we will learn to bridge those differences between us.  This conflict in the early church could have prompted the first church split, but it didn’t.


One of our challenges is to learn to assimilate people into the circle of relationships.  If people are not drawn into relationships with others in a congregation they will not stay.  The early church learned this lesson very well about overcoming differences and drawing people into relationships.  If you are a relative newcomer to our church I hope we have made you feel welcomed and communicated to you that we want to draw you into our web of relationships.  If you have been here a while, don’t sit back and wait on a newcomer to make a move to get to know you.  Take the time and introduce yourself to someone; I guarantee that greeting will be appreciated.

2.  Meeting the challenge of transition.

How many of you have been in the Target on Westport Road since it has been remodeled?  Do you like the changes?  I’m still kind of lost when I go in there.  Now they have a Starbucks right inside the door, and while I’m always excited by the thought of a $10 cup of coffee I miss the old snack bar where you could get a drink and three chili dogs for forty-nine cents.  And now the electronics are all the way in the back and I wonder does that mean they are saying electronics aren’t as important?  I think the electronics should be right at the front of the store.

We don’t like changes and transitions, do we?  And yet coping with transitions in a healthy and proactive manner is the only way to ensure a healthy future.  Many people believe just getting a business off the ground is a great accomplishment, but if a new business survives the first year or two the greatest threat comes at the transition points.  Many new churches get off the ground but fail because they do not manage the transition points that come along.


This first challenge to the early church wasn’t just about assimilating people; it was also about how to transition their structure.  Listen to verses two – four:  And the twelve summoned the congregation of the disciples and said “It is not desirable for us to neglect the word of God in order to serve tables.  But select from among you, brethren, seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may put n charge of this task.  But we will devote ourselves to prayer, and to the ministry of the word.

This is a question of managing a transition.  The church was growing and the twelve disciples could not oversee every aspect of the church.  So they came together and decided that some of the responsibility and ministry of the church must be place in the hands of others.  You may remember a similar story from the life of Moses.  Listen to Exodus 18:17-24:  And Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “The thing that you are doing is not good.  


You will surely wear out, both yourself and these people who are with you, for the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. 


 Now listen to me; I shall give you counsel, and God be with you.  You be the people’s representative before God, and you bring the disputes to God, 


then teach them the statutes and the laws, and make known to them the way in which they are to walk, and the work they are to do.  


Furthermore, you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them, as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens.  


And let them judge the people at all times; and let it be that every major dispute they will bring to you, but every minor dispute they themselves will judge.  So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden for you.


If you do this thing and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all these people also will go to their place I peace.”


So Moses listened to his father-in-law, and did all that he had said.

Growth always brings challenges.  Churches always express a desire to grow but can forget that growth brings challenges and a willingness to navigate the transitions.  For the early church, this was a challenge of structure – how are we going to change things because we are growing beyond the ability of the twelve disciples to manage everything.  The theology was revealed in the names of the names of the seven deacons that were selected – notice something about these seven names – they are all Greek names.  It was the widows with Greek backgrounds who felt they were being overlooked, and all of the first deacons who were selected were not native Hebrews.

This was not by happenstance; this was the early church making the very deliberate choice to be about reaching out rather than turning inward.  As we grow and are faced with transition there will be a temptation to turn inward in a desire to keep things familiar and comfortable, and that is the death of the future.  It’s not just a problem, it will be spiritual death.  I’m not sure how well we can maintain what we are trying to do with our present structure.  It is essential that we learn to navigate transitions with the wisdom and outward-looking faith of the early church.
3.  They encountered resistance.


I don’t care what you hear these days about are society becoming more and more secular and hostile to church – do you know where resistance to church growth comes from?  It comes from within; it comes from churches.  Because growth and change and transition always brings resistance.  In verse 9 we see that resistance coming against the early church and the result was the death of Stephen as the first martyr.  


I want to tell you about a conversation I had with someone from our church a few months ago.  I won’t tell you who it was but I have asked their permission to share this conversation.  We were talking about vision and about the future of the church and here’s a paraphrase of what the person said – People aren’t all that excited about vision because they look around and they see that we have exceeded our budget the past few years and there’s good attendance on Sunday morning and a lot of kids on Wednesday nights and they are simply satisfied with that.  Satisfied.  That’s a very dangerous word in a church.

There are only two reasons why we should ever arrive at the point of satisfaction in this church, where we say we have done enough; it will either be because we have arrived at the end of time and God has decided to wrap up history or it will be because we have chosen to start walking down the path of decline and eventual spiritual death.
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