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[Pray] 

[Text: Acts 6:1-7 Tonya W. reads] 

1 Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint by the 

Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the 

daily distribution. 

2 And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, "It is not right that 

we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables. 

3 Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit 

and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. 

4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word." 

5 And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full of 

faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and 

Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 

6 These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them. 

7 And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied 

greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith. 

[Manuscript] 

Introduction: A Problem Free Church? 

Similar to last week's passage about Ananias and Sapphira, this one is also somewhat 

disturbing. You'd think that a church that was empowered by the living Spirit of God would 

little or no problems, right? After all, the church we've read about over the first five 
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chapters of Acts was experiencing the kind of momentum that any pastor would kill for. 

Thousands coming to Jesus. A robust small group ministry with countless participants 

intentionally worshiping God, submitting themselves to his word, and generously sharing 

their lives with one another. Giving was through the roof. Attendance was skyrocketing. 

And the leaders of this movement were the very men who had walked and talked with 

Jesus himself. 

But a problem-free church isn't the narrative Luke writes about here. Rather, he tells us the 

story of a fruitful community that was persecuted from without and, from within, was 

undermined by bigotry. And this is only the first salvo Luke fires at us of a church that 

would struggle mightily with a sin that raises its ugly head in every culture and in every age: 

cultural elitism/classicism and racial bigotry. In chapters 2 and 4, we don’t see widows 

being neglected. Rather, we see the disciples sharing their resources with one another. It’s 

not until we get to Acts 6 that we see resources being withheld from certain members - 

sadly, along these culturally elitist lines. Greek-speaking Jewish widows were being 

neglected. The ones from outside Palestine. Think about that. In this Spirit-filled church 

where tongues of fire once rested atop their heads, the specter of bigotry was grasping for 

power. Helpless people were being deliberately overlooked because they didn't grow up in 

the right place and didn’t speak the right language. 

Spiritual Maturity Isn't Automatic 

Consider that nowhere in scripture do we see teaching or evidence that the Spirit's 

presence equals problem-free living. Nor do the scriptures present sterilized, sin-free 

churches. We expect this, but that's simply not the case. What we can learn from this 

handful of seven verses right out of the gate this morning is that the presence of the Spirit 

does not mean we no longer have to try; that spiritual maturity is just automatic. On the 

contrary, the presence of the Spirit gives us assurance that we don't try in vain. But try we 

must. (By using the word "try," I'm not talking about earning. Christ has earned everything 

we will ever receive from God. To try is to worship. Expending effort is to worship. 

Bennett !2



Resisting darkness and dedicating ourselves to the light is one and the same as worship.)  

Fruit doesn't just happen. It is cultivated as we walk in the Spirit.  

Allow me to give you a brief example. Paul begins Colossians 3 with these words: "If then 

you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at 

the right hand of God." Think about this. If we have been raised with Christ, we are to do 

something. We are to seek things that are above. He elaborates on these things in verses 

12-14: "12 Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, 

kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, 13 bearing with one another and, if one has a 

complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also 

must forgive. 14 And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in 

perfect harmony."  We are to pursue a lifestyle of compassion, kindness, humility, 

meekness, patience, forgiveness, and enduring love. He doesn't say that because we've 

been raised with Christ this happens automatically. We have to try. Exert energy. But with 

the knowledge we have been raised with Christ. 

So before we move ahead any further, we must strike from our thinking the false and 

unbiblical idea that being Spirit-filled or Spirit-empowered means we no longer have to 

expend effort. 

Illustrations: Addicts and Me 

Almost every person I've ever counseled who struggles with addiction or habitual sin has a 

flaw in their understanding of freedom or deliverance. They have their hearts set on a 

common target and I respectfully believe it’s the wrong target. Many people hope to one 

day reach the place in which they no longer have to try; where all sinful propensity and 

compulsion vanishes, especially in regards to that particular hard-to-kick behavior. I can 

certainly sympathize with this desire. But this just isn’t realistic. We will always have to 

resist sin. Now, as we come under the power of the Spirit, the possessing power of sin will 

certainly diminish. But we can never let our guards down. The scriptures tell us that it is 
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not until the resurrection at Jesus’ Second Coming when believers will be fully freed of their 

sinful appetites. So the target mustn't be effort-free living. The target is lifelong 

dependance on Jesus. For a lot of us, as soon as we taste even a hint of freedom, we 

forget all about Jesus. The target is…Jesus.  

For some of us it may not be an issue of addiction, per se, but freedom we seek from 

oppressive circumstances or trying times. I know what that's like, too. When I took over 

this church, it was in decline. Throughout the first five or six years leading it, my soul was 

constantly gripped by the fear of failure, largely due to defeating circumstances that led to 

a lot of anxiety. At the time, I had no idea how much these fears controlled me and stole 

from me my objectivity. The freedom I finally found was when the Holy Spirit revealed 

something disturbing to me - something that had never occurred to me. He showed me 

that my primary goal in ministry was to no longer have to depend on God. You see, I 

wanted to be liberated from all my fears - fears that held me back. I dreamed of what it 

would be like to fully exploit my gifts and potential without the fear of failure. Oh, the feats I 

could accomplish, I naively reasoned, if it weren’t for the hindrances and disappointments 

that teased me and distracted me at every turn! I realized that I had an ugly, ugly idol in my 

life. It was the fantasy of one day being able to do ministry without the necessity of faith. I 

didn't want to have to have faith because faith meant I had no control; that I was totally 

dependent on something outside of me - someone I couldn't control or manipulate or lead: 

God. So my cry for freedom, in its most fundamental form, was a cry to live under my own 

rule; my own lordship; under my own control. It shocked me that I was a person who 

claimed to follow Jesus and preached the gospel, yet my greatest longing was to live 

outside of God's rule. Bottom line: I really didn't believe God was good. This is the single 

greatest revelation I've ever had and one that has pried (and is prying) my grip off of my 

own life. It's loosened my grip on control, leading me to green pastures of learning how to 

rest in God. I will forever be thankful for the almost-20-year test that God led me through 

to teach me that the only viable life to live is one in which I remain fully dependent on 

him...even through the pain. 
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God will always lead us into greater dependance on him, my friends. Always. Like the early 

church, he will never lead us into triumph without testing. He will never lead us into 

fruitfulness without the need for faith. There is no revival without complete reliance on him. 

There is no such thing as deliverance without deeper, scarier dependance on Jesus.  

The Dispersion 

Some ask who these Hellenistic people were; where they came from. What are Hellenists 

anyway? From the time of the exile, 600-years before Christ, when Babylon invaded and 

conquered Israel, Jews began migrating all over the Mediterranean world (parts of Europe, 

Asia, and North Africa). They no longer had a home as it was in disastrous ruins. (We can 

read about this in Jeremiah 43 as some of the Jews fled to Egypt.)  Some scholars say 

that by the time of the New Testament, “probably more Jews lived outside Palestine than 

in it.”   These people make up the group of Jews called the Dispersion (Jews dispersed 1

from Palestine) and are “referred to as ‘Hellenistic Jews’. Hellenism [is the term describing] 

the wave of Greek culture and ideas which rolled over the Mediterranean world following 

the conquests of Alexander the Great” several hundred years before Christ. These Jews, 

though largely maintaining a fidelity to their faith, adapted to the Greek lifestyle and [were] 

more open to “Greek ideas.”   But the conservative, Aramaic-speaking Jews who grew up 2

in Israel’s homeland viewed these people as inferior - as contaminated by Greek culture. It 

was mindset that fueled an elitist divide between these two groups of Jews. It was likely for 

this reason that Greek-speaking Jewish widows were being neglected. 

Why the Widows? 

And we can't forget that in those days men would likely not marry a widow. And women 

had little or no means to care for themselves, so this was an important issue of justice, To 

advocate for an oppressed, needy people-group. So the church had to step up. 

 Zondervan Handbook To The Bible. “The Jewish Dispersion.”  753.1

 Ibid.2
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As we've already said, resource sharing wasn't a problem for the church. People gladly 

contributed to the church so that the apostles could make sure that all the members 

received care and provision. But the church was growing. Maybe resources began to wear 

thin, and in this context, old prejudices began to re-emerge. Conveniently, the locals had 

all their needs provided for. And the foreigners - those possibly viewed as less than pure - 

found themselves lacking due to neglect. 

It's hard to believe that a Jesus-worshiping, Spirit-filled church could behave in a way that 

was so adversarial to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The writings of the New Testament tell us 

over and over that “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is 

no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus,” as it says in Galatians 3:28. 

Verses like this aren’t saying that God no longer recognizes ethnicity or gender. It’s saying 

that, in his kingdom, people are not privileged or neglected based on those classifications. 

Men and women, Jews and Gentiles are of equal value in God’s eyes based on one thing 

alone: faith in Jesus. And Jesus himself taught us that there is no class of elites in his body, 

that the least are the ones who are the greatest (Luke 9:48), that his followers are the 

quality of people who intentionally demote themselves from positions of prominence in 

social settings (Luke 14:10). He taught that we should rather lay down our lives for those 

we love rather than exercise control over them (John 15:13). And not only did he teach 

this; he demonstrated it. 

Because we have the Spirit, we are assured that we will bear much fruit as we devote 

ourselves to a lifestyle of Christ’s love. 

Deacons: Models of Christianity 

What was the apostles’ response to this crisis in the church they were charged by Christ 

to steward well? They knew they couldn’t continue to administrate the benevolence 

ministry and faithfully shepherd God’s people at the same time. And allowing the preaching 
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of the word of God and prayer to be undermined was simply not an option. So the 

apostles gathered the church and called for the nomination of seven men who, incidentally, 

are widely believed to be the first deacons. These men had to meet three qualifications: 

they must be men of good reputation. In other words, they must be commonly viewed by 

the church as the kind of people we read about in Colossians 3 - men of kindness, 

humility, meekness, patience, forgiveness, and enduring love. But not only are they to be 

men of good reputation, they are to be full of the Spirit and wisdom.  

But why all these qualifications just to serve tables? Surely, anyone can do that - even an 

unbelieving person, right? Think about it: does the task of determining the needs of 

widows require a relationship with Jesus? Couldn’t the church just hire a caterer?  

Though this isn’t self-evident in the text, I’ll tell you what I think. Just like all believers are 

called to grow deeply in God’s word and prayer, all believers are called to become skillful 

servants just like deacons are (or should be). Jesus said this much in John 13:14-15: “If I 

then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one 

another's feet. 15 For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have 

done to you.” (Foot-washing was a lowly form of service in their day.)  Furthermore, 

consider some of the qualifications for deacons outlined in 2 Timothy 3:8-13: deacons 

must be "dignified, not double-tongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy for 

dishonest gain. 9 They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience."  Do you 

think God only wants deacons to be dignified, not be back-stabbers, and not alcoholics or 

does God want everybody to live that way? The answer is obvious. Look at verse 11: 

"Their wives likewise must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded, faithful in all 

things."  Do you think God wants only the wives of deacons to possess these traits or 

does he want all women in the body of Christ to be dignified, avoid slander, be sober-

minded, and faithful? 

It's Not About Getting Things Done 

Bennett !7



Another reason this task requires devoted followers of Jesus is this position in the church 

is not merely for people who can get things done - you know, “make sure the widows get  

fed.”  What needs to be done are not cold administrative tasks, such as an impersonal 

soup line. Deacons are to be dignified so they can give dignity to those they serve. What 

needs to get done is the faithful, excellent, empathetic care of people - especially 

neglected people. Part of the problem today is that when we think of serving, we first think 

of doing tasks in order to make a church service go off without a hitch. These men were 

not called to do this. Rather, they were put in charge…in charge of caring for ostracized 

people who couldn’t care for themselves. They were responsible to love. For many of us, 

the image we have of a deacon is anything but that. But the fundamental role of the 

deacon is to love. The fundamental role of the Christian is love. 

The Fundamental Rubric Of Spiritual Maturity 

The standard that deacons be filled with the Spirit and wisdom, along with having a good 

reputation, is more than qualifications for serving in a formal office. It is very possible that 

these three qualifications were the early church's fundamental rubric of spiritual maturity. 

Followers of Jesus are to be filled with the Spirit and wisdom and have a good reputation. 

The reason we need people like this to step up to the plate is so that the rest of us can 

learn from them. How to love. How to care. We are all called to this beginning with each 

other. Listen to the apostle Paul’s words in Galatians 6:10: “So then, as we have 

opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household 

of faith.”  Keep this in mind as you fellowship and interact with your very imperfect church. 

So When you see injustice in our midst, don’t withdraw in cynicism or react in bitterness. 

Engage in love. Lead in love. Push back darkness. 

[Pray] 

[The Lord’s Supper]
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