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To Ponder . . . 

Questions to ponder as you prepare to hear from Philippians 1:1-2. 

1. Who are our new elders and deacon?

2. What trait of God is highlighted by the fact that He chose the
posterity of Levi to serve in the tabernacle and temple?

3. How do positions of service like deacon and elder reveal God’s
grace?

THE LORD’S SERVANTS
Philippians 1:1-2

Recently we, the people of Community Baptist Church, elected
three men to serve in the office of deacon and elder for three years.
This act is in accordance with our constitution which provides the
detailed procedure we followed over the past weeks as we often have
in past years. We prayerfully considered and then agreed together that
John Mininger will serve as deacon for three years and Doug
McCaleb and Doug Bachorik will serve as elders for three years.

But this was not simply a legal decision or a church government
kind of decision. An important part of the process of choosing men
to serve in these offices is the prayerful consideration of their spiritual
gifts or capacities for service. We believe that God has equipped
individuals with various abilities to serve the body of believers and,
therefore, serve God. We believe that All these are empowered by one
and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he
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wills (1 Corinthians 12:11). And that God arranged the members in
the body, each one of them, as he chose (1 Corinthians 12:18).

Therefore, we celebrate God’s process of taking mere humans
who, like each of us, are sunk in sin and offending our Creator,
redeeming them, washing them with the water of the Word,
graciously granting them the ability to serve, and then providing
opportunity for them to use those abilities for God’s glory. While it
is true that these offices were set forward as positions of leadership
from the outset of the Church, it is important for us to remember that
they are positions of service. The leaders of Community Baptist
Church set the standard for faithful service. We are not in the
business of just telling other people what to do, but we endeavor to
show people how to serve God by serving God’s people. 

Tonight we recognize God’s amazing grace in giving gifted
people to His Church. We find a wonderful example of this kind of
God’s grace in His sanctifying use of the Levites. We see the same
kind of grace applied in the New Testament as God uses Elders and
Deacons.

Levites Were God’s Servants by God’s Grace.

From the outset of the “Levi” history, the forefathers  didn’t act
like God’s servants. In one glaring incident in particular, Levi
evidenced lack of self-control and violence. Maybe he had social
challenges because he was born into a dysfunctional family. Levi was
the third son fathered by Jacob and born to Leah the sister of Rachel,
Jacob’s other wife (29:34). His mother, Leah, who was unliked by her
husband, Jacob, said in response to Levi’s birth, “Now this time my
husband will become attached to me because I’ve given him three
sons.” So Mom named her son Levi, which means “attached.”

Imagine Levi’s thoughts every time someone called him by
name. He could have thought something like, “Mom named me that
because she wanted Dad to like her—but he didn’t.” Levi grew up in
a family with six  brothers and one sister, birthed by his mother. But
there were also five half-brothers birthed by his father’s other wife
and two servant women. That turned out to be a highly dysfunctional
family. What hope did Levi have?
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Not surprisingly, Levi acted a bit dysfunctional himself as we
see from the story in Genesis 34:1-15. There was this fellow whose
family had lived in the land where Jacob’s family was just staying
temporarily. The guy defiled Levi’s sister, Dinah. The story reads,
Now Dinah the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne to Jacob, went
out to see the women of the land. And when Shechem the son of
Hamor the Hivite, the prince of the land, saw her, he seized her and
lay with her and humiliated her. And his soul was drawn to Dinah the
daughter of Jacob. He loved the young woman and spoke tenderly to
her. So Shechem spoke to his father Hamor, saying, “Get me this girl
for my wife.” Now Jacob heard that he had defiled his daughter
Dinah. But his sons were with his livestock in the field, so Jacob held
his peace until they came (Genesis 34:1-5). 

Levi and his brothers were understandably angry. The sons of
Jacob had come in from the field as soon as they heard of it, and the
men were indignant and very angry, because he had done an
outrageous thing in Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter, for such
a thing must not be done (Genesis 34:7). 

Because they were so offended, Levi and Simeon and company
lied to Shechem’s people. The sons of Jacob answered Shechem and
his father Hamor deceitfully, because he had defiled their sister
Dinah. They said to them, “We cannot do this thing, to give our sister
to one who is uncircumcised, for that would be a disgrace to us. Only
on this condition will we agree with you – that you will become as we
are by every male among you being circumcised” (Genesis
34:13-15).

Levi and his gang lied about the circumcision deal because they
planned to murder the offender. At the right time, they did just that.
On the third day, when they were sore, two of the sons of Jacob,
Simeon and Levi, Dinah’s brothers, took their swords and came
against the city while it felt secure and killed all the males (Genesis
34:25).

That was not an action soon forgotten. At the end of his life,
when it came time for Jacob to bless his sons (like all good ancient
fathers would do), Jacob predicted that Levi would be scattered.
Handing out the family blessings always served a predictive function
for the Patriarchs. What he said about each son was not  just Dad’s
opinion, but God’s ordained blessing or judgment. 
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In Levi’s case, it seems clear that God and Jacob agreed that the
boy was a rascal. Jacob said, “Simeon and Levi are brothers;
weapons of violence are their swords.  Let my soul come not into
their council; O my glory, be not joined to their company. For in
their anger they killed men, and in their willfulness they hamstrung
oxen. Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce, and their wrath, for it is
cruel! I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel”
(Genesis 49:5-7).

Notice that Jacob acknowledged the irresponsibility of these
two brothers. He promised that they would be scattered among the
other tribes which represented their brothers. In time, Simeon’s
posterity virtually disappeared as a distinct family in Israel. His name
was barely mentioned in the late genealogy of 1 Chronicles (6:65)
because Simeon had been absorbed by Judah.

But what about Levi? By God’s grace, Levi’s posterity played
a vital role in God’s work. Consider the genealogy of Moses and
Aaron (Exodus 6:14-29). The genealogy recorded in Genesis chapter
six is selective. The names are given simply to reveal the family of
Moses and Aaron. Once their names are mentioned, the genealogy
ended. It starts out with Reuben, which tribe disappeared from the
east side of Jordan (Exodus 6:14). Then there was Simeon who we
already mentioned was absorbed into Judah (Exodus 6:15). The third
son was Levi (Exodus 6:16). And the rest of the genealogy is about
the various relatives who led up to the birth of Moses and Aaron.

The point is this: These are the Aaron and Moses to whom the
LORD said: “Bring out the people of Israel from the land of Egypt by
their hosts.” It was they who spoke to Pharaoh king of Egypt about
bringing out the people of Israel from Egypt, this Moses and this
Aaron” (Exodus 6:26-27). Human wisdom is bound to wonder why
God picked His servant/leaders from a family of losers. This is a great
illustration of the meaning of God’s grace. Grace is God’s undeserved
favor.

Consider how God’s grace is revealed in the special privilege
of the Levites. God adopted this tribe as His own. As a whole, the
tribe languished under the curse brought on by their father Levi. But
when it came time to appoint the leaders of the new nation called
Israel, God chose two brothers from among Levi’s posterity. Moses
and Aaron had done nothing special to deserve this favor.  As grace
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is, it was God’s choice. God appointed the immediate relatives of
Aaron to serve as the priests for the nation. Aaron and his sons would
be responsible for all the sanctuary worship and ritual. Only a man
from Aaron’s lineage could serve as the high priest.

Furthermore, God appointed the men from the tribe of Levi to
assist Aaron and his sons in all the spiritual, ritual, work of offerings,
sacrifices, and care of the tabernacle. There were three families in
Levi’s line from which all the priests and Levites were taken. The
Kohathites descended from Levi’s second son. They were responsible
to care for the “holy things,” that is, the ark, table of showbread,
lamp, and altar of incense. The Gershonites descended from Levi’s
firstborn son. They were responsible to transport the curtains,
hangings, and other equipment of the tabernacle. Then there were the
Merarites who descended from Levi’s third son Merari. They were
responsible for the really heavy stuff, like the pillars and sockets,
which served as the foundation of the tabernacle. 

God gave these relatives of Levi great opportunity for faithful
service. When it came time to appoint servants who would be faithful
to care for the most important parts, both the physical and spiritual
parts of worship, God appointed men from Levi. At the same time,
God did not give this tribe an inheritance of land in the Promised
Land because He decided that He Himself would be their inheritance.
His rule was: Therefore Levi has no portion or inheritance with his
brothers. The LORD is his inheritance, as the LORD your God said
to him (Deuteronomy 10:9).

Not surprisingly, when the first conflict with spiritual
unfaithfulness arose, the Levites stood with God and Moses. And
when Moses saw that the people had broken loose (for Aaron had let
them break loose, to the derision of their enemies), then Moses stood
in the gate of the camp and said, “Who is on the LORD’s side? Come
to me.” And all the sons of Levi gathered around him (Exodus
32:25-26).

Isn’t that a wonderful picture of God’s grace? God chose men
whose blood flowed from a stubborn rebel and used them to be
among His choice servants. But God did not work like that only in the
Old Testament. There are also people, servants of God, like the
Levites in the New Testament.
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God’s Servants Still Serve by God’s Grace.

The letter Paul wrote to the church in Philippi has these words
in the opening statement, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at
Philippi (v.1b). Can you imagine what kind of people were part of the
assembly in Philippi that they would rightly be called saints?
Actually, they were like us because in His grace God calls us from sin
to service. 

Consider where those saints came from. Philippi was located in
Macedonia, modern Greece. By 27 B.C. it had become a chief city in
the Roman Empire. That means that the Roman government granted
the city the privilege of autonomous government. They were free
from tariffs. In fact, the city (though in Greece) would be viewed as
part of Italy itself. Luke validated this privileged condition when he
referred to it as a “chief city.” Luke recorded that he and Paul and the
team had traveled to Neapolis, and from there to Philippi, which is a
leading city of the district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We
remained in this city some days (Acts 16:12).

Therefore, because of its significance in the Roman system, the
city would be home to Gentiles almost exclusively. However, we do
know that there were a few Jews in the city but not enough for a
synagogue. As Gentiles, the people would have been wholly ignorant
of the gospel. They would have lived like Gentiles, which is not the
same as “church folks.” Paul warned other Gentiles that each one of
you know how to control his own body in holiness and honor, not in
the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God (1
Thessalonians 4:4-5).

It is always easy to conclude that other people live like the devil
while we are just sort of normal. In reality, to live like Gentiles means
that the people would have lived just like all of us live in our natural
condition. Paul described that condition in his letter to the Ephesian
Christians. And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you
once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince
of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of
disobedience –  among whom we all once lived in the passions of our
flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by
nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind (Ephesians 2:1-4).
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That is the accurate assessment of all of us. Each of us,
including Doug and Doug and John, if left to our miserable selves
would live in spiritual deadness, controlled by our lusts, and
uninterested and unable to serve God. But that is not where Paul’s
description stopped. He immediately wrote, But God, being rich in
mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us (Ephesians
2:4). God pours out His grace to make sinners into saints. That was
true in Philippi. In A.D. 50 Paul and the evangelistic team preached
in Philippi, God saved souls by grace, and a church was established.
The church as a whole was faithful to support Paul financially when
possible (like the only church to be faithful to this task, Phil. 4:10-
20). It is likely the church had good examples of faithful service from
their leaders.

The folks in that assembly also had another example of faithful
service. Notice that the letter came to them from servants of Christ
Jesus. They are Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus (v.1a).As
servants of Christ, Paul and Timothy gave their lives to serving God.
Timothy joined up with Paul at a young age and left home to travel
all over the empire. Paul literally gave his life, being executed about
five or six years after writing this letter.

Men like that have taught us that true servants rejoice to be
servants of Christ Jesus. They are not in the work for the praise of
people. Often their labors go unnoticed. Sometimes their labors
agitate people who disagree with their decisions. Timothy was an
overseer in the church at Ephesus. Paul clearly taught him in 1 and 2
Timothy that he would need to teach things and expect certain
responses from the people that would not be popular. That is why
Paul told him not to be timid. Because our service is to God first, we
feel responsible to do what pleases Him first. Deacons and Elders are
true servants first.

Furthermore, in a great display of His grace, God equips us and
uses us in the Body of Christ. Paul addressed the saints in Philippi
with the overseers and deacons: Grace to you and peace from God
our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (vv.1c-2). The overseers and
deacons were important cogs in the machinery of the Church. The
word translated overseers is episkopos. That refers to a man charged
with the duty of seeing that things to be done by others are done rightl
– any curator, guardian, or superintendent. The word came to be
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applied to pastors. The term also refers to positions of leadership
within an assembly of Christians. It is plural in this case, which
means there were more than one of them in Philippi.

There were also deacons in Philippi. The word translated
deacons is diakonos. This was a person who executes the commands
of another, especially of a master, a servant, attendant, minister. It
was the servant of a king, a waiter, or one who serves food and drink.
It came to refer to the deacon, one who, by virtue of the office
assigned to him by the church, cares for the poor and has charge of
and distributes the money collected for their use.

The overseers and deacons were evidence of God’s grace. God
graciously saves these men from sin and makes them saints for His
own glory. God grants such men abilities and gives them a capacity
to serve Him. God reveals these men to the assembly who agree that
they should serve in the offices of deacon and elder. Their service is
for the glory of God, to the good of the people, that Christ might be
magnified in all we do.

It is our privilege to recognize what God has done. It is our duty
to encourage them in the work. It is our joy to experience the fruit of
their labors. It is to our edification to remember that such offices are
all part of God’s grace to the Body of Christ.
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