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The Fast Approach to Ministry Success
Acts 13:1-3

Do you ever get tired of all those ads on television or in magazines that tell you how to get something fast?  I do.
Get cash fast.  But there’s always a fast catch.

Here’s an ad for fast cash loans.

Easy Fast Cash Loans services for payday loans are available online any time when you need a fast cash loan until your next payday.

You can take loans for any purpose you want. There is no need to wait to get your fast cash loan. Cash is available in as little as one business day. Your applications for fast cash personal loans are being processed online instantly. There is no need to leave your house to be approved for fast cash loans, we don’t require credit checks. 
Apply online for your fast cash loan now! You can get up to $1500 in as little as 1 hour!
You can lose weight fast.  It took me years to get this way and it’s not coming off overnight.

Learn a new language fast.  There is an ad by one company to help you learn French in 10 days.  I have a good start on the French language with French fries and French toast.  There was another ad for learning a new language in four days.
There are programs that will help you get to the top of your company fast.
Did you know that there is even a fast approach to ministry success?  But when it comes to church growth methods not many books have written about this kind of approach.  It’s found in our passage today from in Acts 13:1-3.  Five church leaders in the Church of Antioch show us the fast approach to ministry success.  A couple of these guys we know, the others we know very little about.  Their approach provides a great model for us to follow today.  In verse one we note the church’s staff was molded for service.
I. THE CHURCH’S STAFF WAS MOLDED FOR SERVICE – v. 1

This chapter begins a new section of the book of Acts focusing on the missional work of the church in reaching the uttermost part of the world as outlined in Acts 1:8.  In the first part of Acts we saw the gospel reaching Jerusalem.  Then there was a shift to Judea as persecution by religious leaders resulted in many of the Jerusalem believers leaving the city and moving to the surrounding regions.  We also saw how the gospel reached into Samaria and many were saved as a result.  Now we’ll begin to witness the moving of the Holy Spirit throughout the world as the gospel continues to spread.

The church in Jerusalem after hearing about the work of the Holy Spirit in Antioch where Gentiles were getting saved sent Barnabas to encourage the new believers in the faith.  The church continued to grow and the ministry demands were more than Barnabas could handle alone.  After seeking out Saul, they ministered together to help the church become all that God desired.

Our text tells us that in this church these men were both prophets and teachers.  

Turn to Ephesians 4:11-15

They were spiritually gifted to serve this church.  Prophets were men similar to those in the Old Testament whom God gifted giving them a message for His people that was appropriate to their particular needs at that point in time.  In the New Testament they were not foretellers of what we commonly think of when we speak of a prophet, telling the future.  Rather they were men who received a word to challenge or to change or to correct something that was needed in the church at that time.  The canon of the New Testament was not complete so the church needed these men who would hear a message from God and then tell them what God said so they would know how to conduct themselves as the body of Christ.
Also related in both passages is the teacher, the person who provides spiritual food for the people to feed on.  Teachers give clear understanding of biblical truth.  They have the ability to convey God’s truth in a way that is practical and applicable.  They make it easy for people to understand what God is saying and then help them know what to do with it, how it should impact or change their life in some way to become more like God.  

The Antioch church had five men who were either a prophet or a teacher.  This church was blessed with a gifted and godly leadership.  How do we know that?  We know it because of what it says in these verses.  First of all they were prophets and teachers, men in whom and through whom God was working. They recognized their God-given gift and were exercising for the good of the local church for God’s glory.  These men couldn’t be used by God in the capacity of leadership unless first of all God wasn’t working in them to become mature in their own personal spiritual walk with Christ.  They were filled with the Holy Spirit.
I have read of churches where leadership was a mix of men of various backgrounds.   I don’t mean that some were business men, some were blue collar, some were in agricultural, some were younger, some were older and so on.  These churches confessed to having in their leadership positions men who were godly, having a close walk with the Lord.  They also noted unfortunately that their leadership included men that were not very godly, they professed to be a Christian but did not walk like one.  They were chosen to serve because they held some lofty position in the community or with their company.  The rationale is that if they can run a company, they can run a church, never mind if they are striving to live godly.  These churches wanted men who could get things done.  These same churches also confessed to placing in leadership men who weren’t even saved.  
The church in Antioch didn’t have that problem.  These five men were godly men, men led by the Spirit in exercising the spiritual gifts God had given them.  They were prophets and teachers listening to and then instructing God’s people with how to live the Christian life in a pagan world.  They were willingly molded for service and as we saw in Ephesians the purpose God gave the church men with these gifts was to equip or prepare His people for works of service.  
These men prepared themselves first by feasting on God’s Word which matured them in their faith.  They were willing to be molded by God for His service.  That is a challenge to all of us, but especially to those who serve in leadership positions of this church.
Notice in verse two that the church’s staff was mandated for service.

II. THE CHURCH’S STAFF WAS MANDATED FOR SERVICE – v. 2

This verse speaks volumes about the spiritual make up of these men.  It says “while they were worshipping the Lord and fasting…”  They were prayer warriors.  They diligently sought God.  It is in prayer that vision is born.  
Bible teacher Theodore Epp after meeting Dawson Trottman, the founder of the Navigators, understood the power of his ministry in building the Navigators.  Epps recalls “early in his Christian life he and another young man covenanted together to meet for prayer every morning for six weeks in order to find God’s will in a certain matter…He rose early to pray and read God’s Word.”  It was during these prayer times that they laid a map of the world out and prayed for every country that God’s Word would somehow spread through them and so it was that the ministry of the Navigators was born and now covers the globe touching people for Christ.

These five men on staff at the church in Antioch met together regularly for worship.  They met to hear a Word from God.  They met to give God praise for what He was doing in Antioch both for the church and through the church as they continued to preach the gospel and see people saved.  They met to pray about future ministry.
We aren’t told what their times of worship entailed, but we can make an assumption based on this passage and then what unfolds in the chapters to come they were burdened for the lost, they were moved to entreat the Lord on behalf of a world that had yet to hear of the love of Christ who came and died for their sins.  So moved were they in prayer for the lost that the fasted as a way of discerning the will of God to know what they should do.

We wonder why God doesn’t speak to us.  Maybe it’s because we spend so little time in worship.  Maybe it’s because we aren’t in His Word or on our knees as we should be.  As they worshipped God, He spoke to them and moved them to action.  As they sought an answer from the Lord, the Lord spoke to them through His Holy Spirit.  God speaks to us when we seek Him.  They wanted to see God do mighty things in some way through them.
Let me read this excerpt from John MacArthur that can be very stinging.  “There is much truth in the humorous adage that some people make things happen, others watch things happen, while still others are left wondering what happened.  What is true of individuals is also true of churches.  Some churches are dynamic, aggressively reaching out with the gospel to make an impact on the world.  Some know God is moving in other churches and wonder why they aren’t experiencing that power.  Still others just barely exist, languishing while the spiritual (and maybe even physical) weeds grow.  They make an impact only on their member’s social lives.”  (The MacArthur New Testament Commentary – Acts 13-28, page 2)

PRAYER BUILDS VISION.

Are we committed to energized worship, hard praying, and solid teaching that is all about seeking God with a purpose of casting a vision for the lost?  
I think there was something else these men prayed for that we can assume. I think they prayed that they might be the catalyst through whom God would work.  “Let it be me!  God, we’re willing to do whatever it is you want us to do, to go where ever you want us to go, to be who you want us to be.”  Can we offer such a prayer of commitment, such a prayer of dedication to God?  

So earnest were they in seeking God, they fasted.  We aren’t told how long they fasted, only that they fasted.

James Montgomery Boice states that “fasting in the Bible means to forego food for a time in order that in a spiritual frame of mind and having one’s time given over to spiritual things one might seek God’s direction for a new phase of life.  The church at Antioch was seeking such direction.”

Fasting is more than not eating food.  It’s setting aside time to intensely seek God about a specific thing, about some direction we need from God.

It could be about a move, a job change, a financial matter, a personal concern, a college to attend.  It could be and should be about spiritual growth.
They wanted a word from God about something on their heart and God answered them through His Spirit as they fasted and prayed.  When we seek the things that God seeks, He will answer.  When our heart is the same as God’s heart, He will respond.  God’s heart is that all would come to repentance, to know His Son by faith so that they can be given eternal life.  Their heart desired to reach their world with the gospel and they wondered after God to know how to accomplish that goal.  
We see God’s response to their worship and fasting.  Take Barnabas and Saul and set them apart for the work I have called them to do.

We know that at Saul’s conversion it was revealed that he was God’s chosen instrument to carry God’s name to the Gentiles.  Maybe when Saul arrived at Antioch and began his ministry there in that city he was thought surely this must be what God meant for him to do.  After all it was a Gentile city and there was a lot of evangelism that needed to be done.  But there must have been a hungering deep in his soul for him to pray with these other men asking what more could be done and how could they do it.

Are you willing to pray to that end?  Are you willing to listen to what the Lord will tell you?  And then are you willing to do what it is He has called you to do?  Has God spoken to you about some task and have you ignored His call?
God had a specific task already in mind for them.  

Ephesians 2:10 “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”

God said, set apart Barnabas and Saul.  There’s a special work they will be doing for Me.

The good work Saul and Barnabus were called to was to go out as missionaries and proclaim the gospel.  They were mandated by God to go.
The church’s staff was molded for service.

The church’s staff was mandated for service.

The church’s staff was maneuvered for service.

III. THE CHURCH’S STAFF WAS MANEUVERED FOR SERVICE – v. 3

I take this verse to mean that they weren’t fasting and praying again to confirm they heard God correctly.  Rather, I believe that they fasted and prayed again as a way of committing the path before Barnabas and Saul to the Lord.  They moved on what God told them to do.  Okay, Lord, we heard You, now we want to pray and fast for them before they head on down the road into the work You have called them to do.
Are we that willing?  Are we that ready?  If we have sought an answer to God through prayer and believe God has given us a direction to go do we continue to entreat the Lord about that work?  Are we as committed to praying about the work while its being done as we were before it began when we were seeking God’s will about it in the first place?
Then we see that they had a commissioning service.  Whether it was just these men or whether the whole church was involved is not clear.  In any case it was the other leaders who gathered around Barnabas and Saul and commissioned them for the work they were about to embark on by praying and fasting for them.  

Henry Martyn, missionary to India and Persia once said, “the Spirit of Christ is the Spirit of missions, and the nearer we get to Him, the more intensely missionary we must become.”
We already know what it is that God wants us to do – make disciples.  That much has been told us in the Great Commission.  (Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:8)

The Great Commission tells us who is to make disciples – each one of us as Jesus followers.

When we are to go make disciples is immediate.

Where we are to go make disciples is throughout the whole world.

Why we make disciples is for God’s glory.

The only thing that remains unclear is the how.  I think that’s what they prayed and fasted about initially.  What was the method to accomplish their calling?  “Go into all the world and preach the good news.”
Set apart Barnabas and Saul.
As a church, when we teach, when we serve, when we pray, when we gather it should all be about the purpose of making disciples. The Antioch church appears to be very missional, especially as they sent these two men.

They prayed over them.

They commissioned them.

They confirmed their calling.

Laying on of hands identified their partnership as a church with Barnabas and Saul declaring support of their missionary endeavors.  They gave validity to the calling.  They were now ambassadors of God and His church.  It was an acknowledgment of God’s leading and purpose and an acknowledgment of their godly character.  Because of their faithfulness to go, we are beneficiaries of their obedience.  

A mission’s minded church is a praying church.

A mission’s minded church is an active church.

A mission’s minded church is an obedient church, listening for and then acting on the Word of God that comes to them.  It begins with godly leaders.

I would encourage you to pray for our leaders.

Pray that we might be godly.

Pray that we might be given a clear vision for ministry.

Pray that we might be obedient to act when God speaks.

Pray that we might be committed to the disciplines of worship and prayer and fasting.

So what is the fast approach to ministry success?

I would like to close with a discussion about a topic that has by and large become a dying practice in Christian circles.  It is the practice of fasting.  Fasting literally means not to eat.  
Ancient cultures fasted during harvest times because there was uncertainty if what was being gathered would be enough to get them through the winter.  They also believed that the scarcity of food supplies was an evidence of divine will so they fasted to appease the gods.  Others fasted because they believe the gods were jealous of man’s pleasure found in eating.  Some pagan religions fasted because they believed demons could enter through food, so it was a way of purging themselves of the potential of demon possession.  

For the Christian, fasting as a practice is not commanded in Scripture except from the Old Testament when the Israelites were commanded to fast on the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16:29).  Since Jesus came and died as our atoning sacrifice there is no longer any need to adhere to that Biblical command.  

There are a number of examples in Scripture where men of God fasted for specific purposes and for a specific period of time.

Moses fasted twice for 40 days each as he received the commandments from God.  Deuteronomy 9:7-21
King David fasted when his son, born to Bathsheba, was born, praying that the life of the child would be spared.  II Samuel 12:15-25
King David also fasted as a way of humbling his soul before God.  Psalm 35:13

King Jehoshaphat called for Israel to fast when confronted with an attack by the armies of Moab and Ammon.  

II Chronicles 20:3

Joel called for a fast so that the Israelites would be spared God’s judgment.  Joel 1:14; 2:12, 15

The Ninevites fasted in repentance as they responded to Jonah’s proclamation of judgment unless they repented.  Jonah 3:7

Jesus fasted in the wilderness prior to the beginning of His ministry.  Matthew 4:2

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus assumed His followers would fast as He gave instruction regarding the proper attitude to be taken in such an act.      Matthew 6:16-18

Fasting is not to bring attention to one’s self as Jesus condemned the Pharisees who did so.  They sought and received the reward of applause from men.  They wanted to be seen as spiritual.  One historian noted that the Pharisees considered it a meritorious work that gained favor with God for practicing it.  It was customary for religious leaders to fast on Monday and Thursday.  Traditioin held that it was on those two days that Moses descended from Mt. Sinai after he had received the Laws of God on those two different occasions.  Those two days just happened to be the days Jewish markets were open and filled with crowds.  They would wear old, tattered clothes, mess up the hair, be covered in dirt and ashes, wear a sullen face, and even use some make-up to look more pale and sickly.  Jesus called them hypocrites.
Among Christians, fasting is accompanied with vigilant prayer.  
There can be a partial fast in which the person abstains from food for only part of the day or only from certain foods.  Daniel and his friends committed to a partial fast as they ate only vegetables and drank only water.  (Daniel 1:12)
There is a total fast in which you abstain from only food, but drink water for an entire day or period of days.
There is also an absolute fast where no food or water is taken.  When Queen Esther called for Mordecai and the Jews to fast, she requested that they not eat or drink for three days (Esther 4:16).
Scripture gives examples of individuals, congregations and nations fasting.  During the Civil War, President Lincoln called on the nation to fast.

So why should we consider fasting if health wise we are able to do so?

Fasting causes the things of the world to lose their allurement as the focus is on God.  During this time we ask Him to reveal Himself and His will through His Word.  It is a way to earnestly seek God’s direction.  Fasting is not a magic bottle that can be rubbed where God looks down and notices our piety and blesses our requests.  Fasting in no way obligates God to answer what it is we seek from Him.  God is not impressed with ceremonial worship.  Fasting should stem from a humble heart that yearns to know God more, from a heart of devotion to God.  That kind of attitude during fasting, according to Matthew 6:16-18, is the kind of prayer that God will reward.
Arthur Wallis writes “Fasting is calculated to bring a note of urgency and importance to our praying.”

Fasting can reinforce an attitude of repentance.

Fasting helps us become more alert to God.

Fasting helps us become more responsive to God.

Fasting helps us seek God’s will as we found in Acts 13.
Fasting focuses on something specific.

We must be careful when we fast because it has the propensity for misguided motives.  It can become about what we want rather than seeking what God wants.

Fasting that is done right begins with a right heart, right living and a right attitude.  It should be linked with a pure heart that is obedient.

Fasting should precede any important ministry endeavor. As we see from this passage in Acts 13 I think that fasting should precede an important ministry endeavor like the election of our deacons.  

I would close by saying that while fasting is not required it is recommended.  There are so many wonderful spiritual advantages for the person who seeks the Lord and His will through His Word while fasting.
Why was the church in Antioch successful in ministry?  Their approach was to worship God through prayer and fasting.  Fasting played a significant role in the lives of these men committed to be molded for service, obedient in their mandate and maneuvering for service.  How about you?  For what purpose today do you need to fast if health allows?
