ACTS1:12-26

Easter 7, May17, 2026 Smith
HOW IS IT DONE?

12 Then the apostles returned to Jerusalem from the hill called the Mount of Olives, a
Sabbath day’s walk from the city. !> When they arrived, they went upstairs to the room
where they were staying. Those present were Peter, John, James and Andrew; Philip and
Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew; James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and
Judas son of James. '* They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women
and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.

15 In those days Peter stood up among the believers (a group numbering about a hundred
and twenty) '¢ and said, “Brothers and sisters, the Scripture had to be fulfilled in which the
Holy Spirit spoke long ago through David concerning Judas, who served as guide for those
who arrested Jesus. !’ He was one of our number and shared in our ministry.”

18 (With the payment he received for his wickedness, Judas bought a field; there he fell
headlong, his body burst open and all his intestines spilled out. !° Everyone in Jerusalem
heard about this, so they called that field in their language Akeldama, that is, Field of
Blood.)

20 «“For,” said Peter, “it is written in the Book of Psalms: “‘May his place be deserted; let
there be no one to dwell in it,” and, ““May another take his place of leadership.’

21 Therefore it is necessary to choose one of the men who have been with us the whole
time the Lord Jesus was living among us, ?* beginning from John’s baptism to the time
when Jesus was taken up from us. For one of these must become a witness with us of his
resurrection.”

23 So they nominated two men: Joseph called Barsabbas (also known as Justus) and
Matthias. 2 Then they prayed, “Lord, you know everyone’s heart. Show us which of these
two you have chosen » to take over this apostolic ministry, which Judas left to go where he
belongs.” 2 Then they cast lots, and the lot fell to Matthias; so he was added to the eleven
apostles.

At our seminary in Mequon (which is just north of Milwaukee) above the archway that is the
main entrance, with the dorms to the left and the classrooms and offices to the right, there is
a room directly above. Its affectionate nickname is “the Holy Ghost room,” since in a
previous generation when the Synod’s group of presidents and the faculty representatives
were a smaller group than it is today, this was the place where the seminary Seniors were
assigned to their very first divine calls. Today, those results are given in a call service in
which we all hear for the first time in a church service where we will serve. But in the 1950s
when my Father-in-law received his first call, it was just a list pinned to the bulletin board of
the seminary library.

In our text, the Holy Spirit tells us how the very first selection of a called worker was
accomplished after the ascension of Jesus our Lord. They took these steps: (1) there was a
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vacancy in a special office established by a direct call from Christ. (2) Christ was no
longer present visibly in the church to appoint a replacement. (3) there was a
recognized need to fill the call so that there would be twelve apostles. (4) Qualified men,
who had been with Jesus throughout his ministry, were nominated (apparently by the
congregation and perhaps not by the remaining apostles), (5) one of the qualified men
was chosen, either by lots or by some form of ballots, since the term in verse 26 can mean
something drawn out to reach a decision.

There is not time nor is this the proper venue to relate the whole history of how arriving at
the selection of candidates for ministry was accomplished over the years. From the early
days of the Lutheran church in Europe there was a mingling of church and state, since the
churches and religious schools were owned and maintained by the government. This was not
the will of God. Dr. Luther himself said, I do not yet have available he persons necessary to
accomplish the actual separation of Church and State and the establishment of proper
congregational life, nor do I see very many who strongly urge it.?

For centuries, our Lutheran churches carried the cross of having the Emperor and later
the Kaiser or their representatives dictating who would serve in what positions in our
churches, and even what would be preached! It as not until the spring of 1841 that the
doctrinal position of Luther about the calling authority of the church, based entirely
and only on Scripture, was finally brought forward and put into practice-- not in
Europe, not even in Germany, but here, in America, just nine years before the
founding of our Wisconsin Synod.

Notice in our text how important and absolutely necessary are the two spiritual elements of
selecting workers for the church. First, the study and application of the Word of God. Peter
stands in the meeting to talk about “the Elephant in the Room.” The Twelve Apostles were
no longer twelve, and Judas , who was responsible for betraying Jesus, had not only died, but
committed suicide. And everyone knew it. In fact, there was now a special name for place
where Judas’ body had fallen down after his suicide and burst open. It was now called “the
field of blood.” Peter addressed the question: “What are we going to do about this?” He
reached back into the Psalms for two brilliantly and appropriately chosen verse that applied
directly to this moment in the church.

He quotes Psalm 69, a prayer for help against enemies, and says, “May his place be
deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it.” This places the judgment of Judas into the
hands of God, and not the Apostles of Jesus. But Peter also quote Psalm 109, “May another

2 “The German Mass” LW 53:64
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take his place of leadership,” showing that the Apostles, that is, the church at the time, had
the authority to choose someone new.

The second spiritual element is prayer. The divine call comes ultimately from the Holy
Spirit, but through the members of the church. So we want to ask God to bless our efforts, to
guide us, and to bring us to a choice or a decision that will be pleasing to him, in a fitting and
orderly way.

It would be an error to say that the church had to keep on choosing successors to the
Apostles, since even at the time of the choosing of Matthias, there were only two candidates
remaining. No one today remains as an eyewitness of the ministry of Jesus since his baptism
nor as an eyewitness of his resurrection. Keep us from such errors, Lord God!

It would be an error to insist that there is only one form of ministry available the church,
since this same book, in Acts chapter 6, records the formation of a new office. In our
Lutheran Confessions, in the list of signers of Luther’s Smalcald articles, there are at least
four differently named forms of ministry, including school superintendents, pastors, and
others.? In our church body today, we recognize the need for pastors, staff ministers,
teachers, professors, and others, called into the service of the church, always called by the
Holy Spirit working through his church. Keep us from sinning against your will in these
things O Lord!

Our called workers are in many respects like parents to their flock. Paul says, “Even though
you have thousands of guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for in Christ
Jesus I became your father through the Gospel” (1 Cor. 4:15). It would be contrary to
love and to the Scriptures if members of the church usurp or take up duties of these workers
for themselves without the consent or Call of the congregation or to act in a selfish,
individualistic way in worship. This would be intruding on the call of the pastor. Also, the
relationship of pastor or teacher, once established, must not be ruthlessly severed. The pastor,
teacher or minister is not simply an employee of the congregation, but is a servant of Christ.
Keep us from such sins, Lord Jesus!

Now, Christ sets high standards and qualifications for ministry. You and I, when showing
respect for our called workers, bow the knee not to them, but to Christ. One teacher’s style
and abilities will always be different from another teacher. One pastor’s preaching and
teaching will always take on the form the comes from his abilities. But the content will
always come from the Word of God.

b One of those pastors was also a Duke, but we would recognize that he was qualified to preach despite being a Duke
and not because of it.
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When we have questioned or challenged or complained, and the root of those thoughts is not
style but source-- that is, the Scriptures-- then may God forgive such sins in us. Who are we
to say that what God gives us, or who, is not exactly right for the moment and the
circumstance? Matthias was just who the church needed, and praise God that he caused no
controversies, no disruptions, for he was a man who served so well and so quietly that we
have no further accounts of him.

The Gospel of forgiveness lifts away the guilt of all of our sins of challenging the authority
of our called workers, of questioning the way we select our called workers, and of insisting
that one form of ministry is more godly than another. The very forgiveness that our ministers
proclaim to us comes not from their hearts, from the sacred heart of Jesus our Lord. Cherish
that forgiveness. What greater gift can there possibly be? This Gospel, which is being lost to
more and more churches throughout the world, is our most precious treasure. Thank God and
praise him for preserving this greatest gift.

Pray for your pastors, staff ministers and teachers. Pray that God would continue to provide
us with called workers to shepherd his flock until he comes again in glory. Amen.
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