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BC 30; I Tim. 5:17-22; Acts 6:1-7; Church Government I. Pastors who Preach II. Elders who Rule III. Deacons who Serve
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, is the structure of a government important?  We are hearing a lot about socialism lately.  Socialism is the form of government where the government has collective control over the production and distribution of goods.  We also hear words like oligarchy- where the government is under the control of a select few.  The United States is a democratic republic under a constitution.  We have 3 branches of government, the judicial, legislative and the executive.  But what about the church?  What kind of government does the church have?  Well, as a Reformed church have a presbyterian form of church government.  This means that we have local elders who rule directly from Jesus Christ.  We do not have a pope who exercises supreme authority in the church.  Neither do we have a congregational form of church government where the popular opinion of the church is carried out.  No, we see that Christ has ordained local elders to rule and govern over His church for the sake of His people.  As an aside, we are in the midst of a process in our church where we are seeking God’s will concerning the selection of future church officers.  So it is important for us to understand what kind of men we should look for.  Even more so- it is important for those who are called and ordained to understand how they are to rightly fulfill their office!  So what are the leaders of the church called to do- how are they called to serve?  Today we consider this theme: Jesus Christ ordains godly men to serve His local congregation for their good.  We know that God is a God of order; and it follows that His church will also be a place where there is order.  One of the ways in which God’s order is evident is in the orderly rule and service by His officers.  As we will see, the church benefits greatly when there are men who function as ordained by Christ.  Our three points today will be the 3 offices found in the church.
I. Pastors who Preach 
In our first point, we consider that each church is to have ministers of the Word.  The local body is to have pastors who preach.  Since it is through the preaching of the word that God produces faith in our hearts as Rom. 10 puts it- faith comes by hearing; and since it is also true that ministers are those who care called to administer the sacraments- then it stands to reason that each local church is to have preachers or ministers who serve.  By their hands the means of grace are distributed.  Our reading from I Tim. 5:17 makes it clear that there is a distinction between elders who rule and elders who labor in preaching and teaching.  We see that there are ruling elders as we will in our next point, and preaching elders who are ministers of the word and sacrament as our BC art. 30 puts it.  Now what is the primary work of a minister?  Well, that work is to be the preaching.  As we saw a few weeks ago in II Tim. 4:2- preach the word, be ready in season and out of season.  A pastor is the one who called to be ready every week- to have a word of teaching, exhortation and proclamation.  The living word of God is to be proclaimed to God’s people and applied to their lives.  This is the primary task of every minister.  As they told us in seminary, “Sunday is coming!”  You have to be ready to stand up before the congregation and bring the Word.  Simply put, preaching is bringing Jesus to His people!  Preaching is taking the gospel- the good news of our salvation- and bringing it to bear.  Preaching Christ crucified.  If preachers are diligent in this task, if they do the work faithfully in season and out of season, these preachers will be fulfilling their ministry calling.  This will be to the great aid and benefit of the local church, and it will be a crown of honor upon the head of a faithful ministry.  Interestingly, Tim. 5:17 says that elders who labor in preaching and teaching are worthy of double honor.  This means that every elder is worthy of honor and respect, but those who are called to full-time ministry receive the double honor of financial support for the sake of their ministry and labor.  Like a farmer who receives support from the field he tends.  
Now then, what happens if the preacher is not being faithful to his calling?  Or stated another way, what are some of the errors or dangers that can befall those in gospel ministry?  We discussed this fact at our elders meeting a few weeks ago.  What sort of things is a pastor to avoid?  The first thing that preachers must avoid is seeing their work as a preacher for hire.  One of the challenges that comes along with receiving financial support from the congregation is that the congregation starts to think that the pastor is little more than a hired hand.  We pay your salary; therefore it is your job to keep us happy.  This is hireling pastor.  Hired by the people to work for the people to give the people what they want.  This kind of preacher will become a people pleaser.  Instead of working at the pleasure and for the honor of Christ, a hireling pastor thinks only of what will keep people in the pews.  But a pastor must be the servant of Christ first and foremost- and not afraid to say hard things that are true.  On the other hand, a pastor must avoid using the pulpit as a way to bully or manipulate people.  The bully pulpit is when a pastor is unnecessarily harsh and intimidates those who are under his care.  Even Paul was tender like a nursing mother with the church in I Thes. 2.  So a pastor must avoid appearing to know it all.  He is not a one man show, and he is not to beat up the sheep in his harshness.  Third, a pastor is to avoid being a soap box preacher.  These kinds of preachers love to hear the sound of their own voice.  They always say that same thing in the same way.  Avoiding difficult issues and always playing it safe. Let’s read Acts 20:26-27.  Paul declared the whole counsel of God.  So preachers are to be well rounded and complete in their teaching.  This is what a pastor is called to be- one who faithfully preaching in and out of season.  
II. Elders who Rule 
Along with the teaching and preaching elders, we also have ruling elders as we read in I Tim. 5:17.  A ruling elder is one who has a specific calling to exercise authority within the local congregation.  Directly connected to this office is the work of discipleship and discipline.  These men are to rule well and lead the congregation in the way of Christ.  Making disciples and holding those disciples accountable.  And when someone within the congregation teaches something contrary to God’s Word, or acts in a way contrary to the truth, they are to be disciplined.  As BC art. 30 put it, evil men are corrected spiritually and held in check.  Or as our reaching from II Tim. 5:20 puts it, as for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all.  It is the unique and particular work of the elders to use the Keys of the Kingdom by applying church discipline.  This is a spiritual work- spiritual discipline.  When the elders are ruling well, the church enjoys a measure of stability and peace.  Added to this, the purity of the flock is maintained, and God’s glory is upheld.  Without the elders ruling well, the church would be defenseless in this world from the wolves that would seek to scatter the flock.  Now elders are called to be examples to the flock.  They are to serve willingly and humbly, and yet they must be afraid to tackle difficult subjects.  So what are few dangers that face the elders?  Or more specifically, what kind of mentality would be dangerous for an elder to have?  (I Peter 5:1-5)  As we saw with the pastoral ministry, there is a danger and a temptation for the elders to be either too harsh or too soft.  Men that rule as elders in harsh way are in danger of scaring off the sheep.  These men can come across as argumentative, cold and uncaring.  They can be bull nosed- pushing their agenda even if that means trampling the sheep.  Domineering and proud as Scripture would put it.  But on the other side, elders cannot be weak and overly soft.  This is a danger as well.  Rubber stamp men- who simply go along with anything.  Passing the buck- just biding their time until their term is over.  They either say no to everything- not wanting to change.  Or they say yes to everything- no wanting to offend.  Rather, as a faithful elder, these men must be tender at times and firm at others.  Wisely knowing when to use kid’s gloves and when to rebuke sharply and openly!  So Jesus has ordained men to serve as elder for the sake of the purity and maturity of the local church.  
III. Deacons who Serve
And finally, we come to the 3rd office which is that of the deacon.  To be clear, being the 3rd office we consider today in no way means that the deacons are lower or less important than the other 2 offices.  The office of deacon is not at a lower grade level.  You do not graduate from the deacons to become an elder.  Rather, these 3 offices are unique and distinct.  Each one having their own responsibility and honor.  So a deacon is a man who is called and ordained by God to serve in a specific roll.  As BC art. 30 puts it, so that the poor and all the afflicted may be helped and comforted according to their need.  As we read earlier in Acts 6, seven men of good reputation were selected to serve the church in Jerusalem.  These men were to serve the widows in that congregation, specifically because some were being overlooked.  The word- deacon- means one that serves.  It is connected to the idea of being a table waiter or one who serves food.  But the specific office includes being a servant to those in the flock who are needy and afflicted.  We call their work the ministry of mercy.  Now the marks of good deacon is one that is full of faith, has a sacrificial heart, and has the wisdom to see and solve problems as they arise in the church.  Interestingly, the presence of deacon lowers the temperate of the church.  Where there was conflict and hostility- even anger that some widows were being overlooked- is removed and the conflict resolved.  The poor and afflicted are helped and comforted.  Physical and spiritual assistance is given.  The establishment of the office of deacon supported and defended the office of the apostles.  In other words, the deacons are enablers in the best sense of that word.  They enable the other officers to carry out their work better; and they enable the members of the church to continue to prosper.  They do this by enabling the congregation as a whole to use their gifts. They manage the ministry of mercy.  The deacons do not have to do everything, but they encourage and direct the talents to flow in the direction of the need.  They are stewards of the generosity of the entire congregation.  So the bitter root and divisive spirit were cut off as the deacons saw and met the needs of those within the local congregation.  The preaching went on unhindered, and the church functioned properly.  Now there are various dangers to the office of the deacon as well.  Wrong views concerning their work.  The first wrong view of the deaconate is one that sees deacons as a strictly financial and material office.  Many people view deacons as bean counters- they collect and distribute money, and that is it.  Their work has to do with the financials of the church.  But we have to remember that our deacons have a spiritual calling.  When they offer a cup of cold water in the name of Jesus, they accompany that gift of benevolence in Jesus name.  Words of encouragement, Scripture reading and prayer are just as vital to their work as passing the collection plate.  But another danger is found when a deacon is greedy.  As I Tim. 3 says, deacons must not be greedy for dishonest gain.  Since much of the work of the deaconate has to do with money, the love of money would disqualify a man to serve in this regard.  I think another danger that the deaconate faces today is that of business.  The hustle and bustle of life quickly crowd out the time that it takes to do our work well.  This applies to all of the offices as well.  Busyness- getting distracted by 100 little things- hinders us from doing our work well.  And as I Tim. 3:13 ends- those who serve ell as deacons gain a good standing for themselves and also great confidence in the faith that is in Christ Jesus.  
But before we conclude, we have to ask ourselves how this order within the offices is to be viewed?  How are we to respond to these men called to serve as pastors, elders and deacons?  Well, I Tim. 5:17 teaches us that we are to consider them worthy of honor.  As a congregation, we are to respect them for the sake of their office and calling.  Remember that these men are sent to the church by Christ.  In their office, they represent Christ to us- speaking His words, exercising His oversight and discipline- ministering us to in His mercy.  So we are to honor and respect them.  Heb. 13:17 even tells us to obey them- for the sake of our conscience.  These men are keeping watch over our souls- so to obey and submit to them is to bow under a yoke that will only bring us blessings.  Or as BC art 31 puts it, hold the offices of the church in high esteem.  Be at peace with them without grumbling.  So respect these men- pray for them in their labors.  Support them in their work- for Christ is working in you through their ministry.  They serve on behalf of Christ- pointing us to Christ!  
To conclude, the order of the offices in the church is one that blesses those who sit under their ministry.  Jesus Christ uses men as His means of blessing the local church.  These men are not perfect, but they seek to lead you in the ways of the Good Shepherd.  Jesus Christ ordains godly men to serve His local congregation.  So may we all honor and submit to those over us; and may those who serve be diligent as they discharge their office.  
