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Acts 6:1-4

Who Are We?

The Role of the Pastor

The office of pastor must be one of the most unusual positions ever created.  Called by a body of people, the pastor lives in an odd world of expectations and responsibilities that can be very contradictory.  The pastor is called to lead a group of people who can control the pastor’s destiny; while being called to lead, the pastor is also in the employ of a congregation who controls salary and housing, which can make it difficult to be prophetic while at the same time hoping to have some measure of job security.  And while the pastor is called to be a leader, leadership isn’t automatically granted.  Leadership is granted over a period of time by a group of people – it is seldom given quickly, and most pastors don’t stay around long enough for that to happen.  The pastor is also called to remind people of the importance of living the Christian ethic while at the same time embracing people who fail to live up to that ethic; and while preaching about that ethic has to recognize and be honest about his own failure to live up to that ethic.  The pastor also holds a position about which there are many competing expectations and misunderstandings about his role.  No wonder I have grey hair.

You will remember that two weeks ago I changed the direction of my messages so we can look closely at our identity as a church.  I told you I believe we are facing an identity crisis and that we must come to a clear understanding of who we as a church are called to be.  I told you of my belief that our images of church control how we function and that we must compare these images to those provided in the New Testament, and then correct any mistaken images we possess.


This morning, as we continue in this new direction, we are examining the role of the pastor.  We are studying this because I believe that the image and the expectations a church has for their pastor will tell a great deal about how that church sees itself.  And in particular, the primary role assigned to the pastor almost always represents what most people see as the primary role of the church.  If you want to know what a church believes its primary mission to be, find the primary role assigned to the pastor.  This is of incredible significance, I believe, in understanding our church or any other church.  


Take our church, for example.  I believe the primary image we have of ourselves is that of family.  That is almost universally true of small-town, small churches.  This is only natural as we are, after all, a collection of families and extended families.  We even use the language of family as we say that we welcome people into our family, and we attempt to care for one another as though we are members of one larger family.  


This image of family defines my primary role in the minds of many, which is to provide pastoral care.  This is certainly a biblical image of the pastor, and receiving care is very important to and meaningful to people.  


But there is a side to this that must also spark a note of caution in us, because if our primary image is of a family that is to take care of one another, the resulting danger is that we can come to believe that our primary responsibility is to take care of ourselves, which is certainly not our primary calling.  

So this morning, I want us to examine the role of the pastor as it develops through the New Testament.  I use the word “develops” because if you do a search of the word pastor in the New Testament you may be surprised to find it is mentioned only a handful of times, or not at all, depending on the translation you use.  In the earliest years of the church the office of pastor did not exist, and that is partially because the church was localized in Jerusalem and the twelve disciples were the natural leaders.  But as the church grew the office of pastor developed in order to provide leadership for the churches that were springing up all around the Roman Empire.


So the primary images of a pastor really come from the first leaders of the church, who were the twelve disciples, or apostles, and the apostle Paul.  This, I believe, means that a pastor should be an apostolic leader, reflecting the qualities of the apostles and how they led the early church.  And the first of these images is that of a preacher and teacher.

The image of preacher and teacher.


Shortly after making public my belief that God was calling me into ministry, my Mom told me that being a good minister to people will overcome a lot of bad sermons, and that if I am a good pastor to people it won’t be as necessary to be a good preacher.  I think my Mom was basically right, although she was also wrong, and since she’s not here I’ll dare to say that publicly.  


Having preached my share of bad sermons over the years it is comforting to know that pastoral care can make up for bad sermons; but pastoral care, however good it may be, cannot make up for a steady diet of bad sermons.


According to the New Testament, one of the primary tasks of any pastor is to preach.  In I Timothy 4:2-4 Paul charges Timothy with these words – Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction.  For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance with their own desires; and will turn away their ears from the truth, and will turn aside to myths.


And in Acts 6:1-4, our New Testament reading for today, we find that preaching and teaching are listed in the first responsibilities of the apostles – Now at this time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the part of the Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews, because their widows were being overlooked in the daily serving of food.  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 in charge of this task.  But we will devote ourselves to prayer, and to the ministry of the word.”

One person has said that most pastors eventually become firemen, running around putting out fires that are always popping up in the course of church life.  And that’s the context of this passage from Acts, as a conflict erupted over whether or not one group was being favored in the distribution of food to those in need.


But what the twelve disciples managed to do was avoid what one person has termed the tyranny of the urgent.  There are always problems, conflicts, emergencies, and other matters that arise and can threaten to overcome the primary pastoral roles.  I make a list each week of what I want to accomplish and need to accomplish as well as a list for each day.  But some days, and even some weeks, very few of those items get done because of unexpected and unplanned matters that arise.  All of the things that do arise must be dealt with, but they must not be allowed to derail the primary tasks of a pastor.  


Notice that in verse two the disciples really make a case for protecting their responsibility of study of the Scriptures – 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.”  They went into a called business meeting – and not a casserole in sight at the potluck that followed I might add – and explained how this challenge would be met.  In meeting this challenge they recognized a solution was needed but the solution was not for the twelve to forsake their role.  It’s not that they didn’t want to take on other roles or that they thought those other roles were unimportant, but they recognized the necessity of protecting their particular calling.  It was out of this struggle that the office of the deacons was created, and their original responsibility was to administer this program of distributing food to people in need.

I find it difficult at times to maintain a balance between the roles of pastoral care and the role of preaching/teaching.  Regardless of the quality, preaching/teaching is hard work, and it’s much easier to go off to visit someone than to sit down and struggle with a sermon that is not going well.  And it can be a difficult balance because of congregational expectations.  I am often asked the question have you been able to see so-and-so yet?  But I’m rarely asked have you taken the time, or had enough time, are you guarding your time, in order to do your studying?


And here is something I’m beginning to understand in a way I did not understand previously – good preaching and good teaching is its own form of pastoral care.  The passage from I Timothy that I read is an example of how pastoral care is done in the form of preaching and teaching.  Good preaching and teaching provides –among other things – a foundation of knowledge, truth, and understanding that enables the congregation to grow in their faith and to help guard against faulty ways of thinking and bad theology.

It would never be adequate for me to love my children by simply being with them but failing to see that they receive adequate nourishment.  In the same way, any pastor who fails to taker the role of preacher/teacher as seriously as the role of providing other forms of pastoral care has forsaken the greatest pastoral role according to Scripture.

And this is why I am a huge believer in theological education.  Anyone who pursues a theological degree finds the number of hours required are higher for theology than any other field, with medicine being a possible exception.  After high school graduation I spent a total of 11 ½ years on theological education, and many days I believe that is inadequate.  I read a lot of books and pursue many resources in the hope of continuing my education, which should continue for a lifetime.  It takes a lot of education and study just to be a poor to average preacher and teacher.  Every church should be absolutely insistent that their pastor not only be educated but that the pastor also continue to be a student and committed to life-long learning.

The image of a person devoted to prayer.


Notice that in this passage from Acts there are two things the apostles say they must not neglect – the ministry of the word, the preaching and teaching, is actually the second that is mentioned; did you catch the first?  Verse four says we will devote ourselves to prayer.

Notice that these two images – preacher/teacher and person of prayer – very closely model the life of Jesus.  The gospels show Jesus being a person who went about teaching and preaching and his entire ministry was built on a foundation of prayer.  At times, he even left behind crowds of people with many needs in order to get away with the disciples for times of prayer.  Imagine, leaving crowds of people in order to have a time of prayer.  Jesus demonstrated powerfully to his disciples that the nourishment of one’s soul has to be maintained even in the face of overwhelming need. 

As you read through the book of Acts you find the apostles constantly turning to prayer as well.  Just a few verses after this passage they prayed over the first deacons; Stephen, the first Christian martyr, died with a prayer on his lips – a prayer of forgiveness for those who stoned him; at every turn you find that prayer is the driving force among the early church and especially among its leaders.

Do you remember what I told you last week about my prayer for each of you?  I said that I would take my list of names and each week I would pray for every person to be stirred by a sense of divine discontent.  Not a discontent that leads to grumbling and unhappiness, but a sense of discontent with the way things are, a sense of discontent that says I won’t be satisfied with my life as it is, I won’t be satisfied with our church the way it is, I won’t be satisfied with our community the way it is.  Throughout the week I have prayed through that list of names, and among the other things I prayed for each person I asked God to give each of you a sense of divine discontent.  I want to you to know that I am praying for you to be discontented – but discontented in the proper way.

May we now pray.
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