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Acts 6:1-15
Key Verses 6:3-4 – “Brothers and sisters, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.”

Before we look at today’s passage, let us briefly recap what we have witnessed so far in the Book of Acts. In Chapter 2, we witnessed the birth of the church thanks to the powerful work of the Holy Spirit. By declaring the wonders of God in multiple languages and Peter preaching the good news of Jesus Christ, about three thousand people joined the church that very day (2:41). Among them were Jews who came from places outside of Israel yet when the Gospel touched their hearts, they were willing to leave everything behind and become part of the growing Christian community. Others like Barnabas were willing to sell their possessions in order for the proceeds to take care of all these people (4:32-36). 

In Chapters 3 through 5, we start to see a pattern that will be repeated many times in the Book of Acts. The apostles would preach the Gospel to the masses, accompanied by great signs and wonders but sadly, the religious authorities saw this growing movement as a dangerous threat to their power and control over those same people. The religious leaders were hell-bent on stopping the apostles through trials, imprisonments and floggings yet this had the exact opposite effect. Instead of intimidating the apostles into silence, they openly rejoiced because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for Jesus and never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Messiah (5:41-42). The end result of all this was that even more people came to believe in Jesus Christ and joined the church. What started as a group of 120 had now ballooned to many thousands within weeks.

Verse 1 begins; “In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Hellenistic Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.” If the Devil cannot destroy the church by attacks from outside, he will seek to destroy it by dissension from within. We have studied the plight of widows back in Jesus’ time. While Israel did not have government-led social welfare programs like we do, the responsibility of caring for them was taken up by the synagogues. The synagogues appointed officials, known as receivers of alms, to collect the donations. Then, it was their duty to pass the donations out according to people’s needs. It was highly effective and the early church must have implemented the same system. However, as this verse illustrates, the Hellenistic Jews felt they were being excluded. The early church did not have the infrastructure necessary to care for all these new members yet. But in the eyes of the Hellenistic Jews, this exclusion must have felt intentional due to how Hellenistic Jews differed from Hebraic Jews. 

While the Hebraic Jews strictly followed Jewish traditions, spoke Aramaic and read the Scriptures in the original Hebrew, the Hellenistic Jews adopted Greek culture, language and read from the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint. Their differences were so great that under normal circumstances, they would worship in separate synagogues. How can you worship together when you can’t even agree on which language and version of the Old Testament you will use!? Yet in the early church, we see these two groups being brought together for the first time as one body in Christ. What is impossible for man was now possible through Jesus Christ. However, there arose a problem. It was the problem of how to work together as a church whose members are mixed and full of many different backgrounds and cultures and languages. Our church is similar. We have many different cultures, backgrounds and languages represented here. We are from Canada, Korea, Myanmar, China, Ecuador, El Salvador, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Brazil, Ukraine, Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan and America… just to name a few. By nature, we would like to be with our own kind and whenever possible, stick with people we get along with and understand best. This may be OK in the outside world but as a church, we need to break down all barriers and work together as one body (1 Corinthians 12:12-27). Dr. Samuel Lee used to rebuke Korean missionaries for speaking Korean in church while American shepherds were around. They needed to make an environment for American shepherds to feel welcome. Likewise, we need to be sensitive towards our differences and actively work on bridging the gaps between us so that our God-given unity will deepen in all we say and do.

Additionally, this is the first time in the Book of Acts that the word “disciples” appears. Now, the word didn’t just apply to the Twelve alone but to all the members of the church. If you believe in Christ and identify as a Christian, you are His disciple. Jesus earnestly prayed for you and all people from every nation to follow Him as His disciples and be united together in Him (John 17:20-23). Jesus prays for us, the church, to embody and represent Him before the world. It is only when we are united with Christ and in Christ that the church is most effective in living up to His great calling for us. Therefore, it is critical to immediately address any concern that can result in the disruption of this unity. Persecution may harden a church but nothing kills a church faster than disunity and dissention, destroying it from the inside out.

How did the apostles react to the growing problem? Let us look at verse 2, “So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, “It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.”” Given that the apostles were the leaders of the new church, were they saying that waiting on tables and working as food distributors was beneath them? Were they too important to bother themselves with the needs of these Greek widows? Absolutely not! The main issue here is one of priority. In this situation, the apostles had to determine what the # 1 priority of the church should be. They concluded that their focus should be on prayer and the preaching of God’s Word. Upon Jesus’ ascension, He commanded the apostles to “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation” (Mark 16:10). Jesus called on His disciples to go out and make even more disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey everything Jesus commanded them (Matthew 28:19-20). So how could they spread the Gospel message to the ends of the earth if they were stuck waiting on tables in Jerusalem? 

In many ways, they chose the harder path of the two. If they shifted their focus to prioritize doing charitable work like serving the needy, they would have continued to enjoy great favour from the people and not have to deal with the religious authorities anymore. By preaching God’s word, they guaranteed facing persecution not just from the religious authorities but also from the very people who held them in such high regard a few weeks earlier! Sadly, this is the choice so many churches have made over the years. Rather than being the place to hear Christ’s message to us, many pastors and churches choose to tone down the message to make it more socially-acceptable. What Scripture defines as sin, they embrace and even celebrate. Instead of telling us our need to repent, they say repentance is redundant because God accepts you just as you are. No questions asked, no strings attached and no need to do anything else. Instead of a Lord and Saviour who died to free you from the power of sin and death, Jesus is reduced to being no better than a self-help coach or a magical genie who only exists to make you happy, healthy & wealthy. 
Yet imagine how different the world would be if God’s church went back to being God-centered rather than human-centered? Imagine if we preached Christ resurrected and God’s forgiveness of sin through Jesus instead of whatever is most popular at the present moment? Imagine if UofT, a university that started off as seven churches that raised Bible teachers and sent missionaries all over the world, went back to its original purpose. We would see thousands if not millions of people become truly alive in Christ. We would witness the transformation of our communities and the healing of the nations. We would see the glorious kingdom of God in our midst and the Holy Spirit working mightily among us just like in the early church. We need to pray for our church and the church universal to go back to our first love and #1 priority (Revelation 2:4). 

This leads us to our key verses for this passage. Let us read verse 3 and 4 together; “Brothers and sisters, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.” In the past, the Twelve would’ve told the people to go away whenever the problem was far beyond their capabilities (Luke 8:12). Now, the Spirit gave them wisdom to find the perfect solution. They also had the humility to know they couldn’t do it all. More people needed to be raised to serve the growing church. If the issue was coming from the Hellenists, then the solution was going to come out from them too. The apostles gathered the church together and instructed them to choose seven men. What criteria did they use? They were not chosen based on their popularity, good looks, intelligence or their connections. That's how the world operates but the church is called to be different. These men had to be full of the Spirit and wisdom… even if that job was to just pass out food and money appropriately.

We can learn three things from this. First, we are reminded that to do God's work, we need to be empowered by Him. This all starts with focusing on prayer and the ministry of the word. All that you do as an individual or that we do as a church has to start from and revolve around this point. Second, for a Christian, there is no distinction between godly work and secular work. Whatever we do in life is supposed to be done to honour and glorify the Lord (1 Corinthians 10:31). These seven men were literally called to work a desk-job yet the Greek word used in this passage for “wait on tables” is the same word used for “ministry.” Thus, the church exists to meet both the spiritual and practical needs of the people. Third, we have the same access to this heavenly resource as the early church did. It is easy to look at the early church as an unattainable standard. The early church did have problems and challenges but what made them so powerful was their absolute reliance on God, Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit in every situation. 

What effect did this decision have on the church? Look at verse 5. “This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism.” In a way, this is the most miraculous part of the entire passage! Everyone was pleased with the proposal and they chose seven men, all with very Greek names. They presented these men to the apostles and the apostles showed their approval of them by praying and laying their hands on them (6). However, the effect of this was not limited to the church alone. Verse 7 states, “So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.” Because of this decision, the church multiplied even more than before to the point where even priests were willing to leave their prominent positions behind and became obedient to Christ instead. When others see the genuine work of God on full display, they too will want to become part of it. I sincerely pray that we can be that kind of church so that many students on this campus will be drawn to Christ in the same way and live in obedience to Him always.

With verse 7, we come to the end of the first major arc in the Book of Acts; the exponential growth of the early church. Now Luke sets the stage for the next phase, starting off by focusing on Stephen. Let us pick up from verse 8. “Now Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, performed great wonders and signs among the people.” The word used for “full” can also mean “filled with or controlled by.” Again, what made Stephen special was not talent or ability but his willingness to let God's Spirit rule in his heart and lead him to perform all kinds of wondrous signs. Everyone is ruled by someone or something. Usually, it is either what we desire most or what we think about most in life, good or bad. Stephen thought about and desired Jesus Christ above all else, which is why he still continued to preach the Gospel even when he faced opposition as we shall see in the rest of this chapter and in Chapter 7.

Verses 9-11 describe Stephen’s encounter with the Synagogue of the Freedmen. The members were Jews (or their descendants) who had been taken as Roman slaves but came back to Israel after regaining their freedom. They came from as far away as Libya, Egypt and Türkiye, so they clearly had very strong ties to their faith and their homeland. It is quite possible that Stephen had some ties to this particular synagogue, yet it did not prevent him from facing severe opposition. But in spite of their efforts, they could not stand up against the wisdom the Spirit gave Stephen as he spoke (10, Luke 12:11-12). Because the Freedmen could not win a fair debate, they decided to fight dirty by secretly persuading people to lie about everything Stephen said (11). Not only did result in Stephen being dragged before the Sanhedrin, it also caused the popularity of the church to plummet (12). All the accusations brought before Stephen were the same accusations they brought before Jesus (13-14). Yet in the face of such opposition, his face shone like that of an angel. It is so ironic that while his detractors accused him of speaking against Moses, Stephen’s face exuded serenity, grace and the glorious radiance of one who was truly in the presence of God, just like Moses (Exodus 34:29-30). And how do we know all this? It is because Stephen’s preaching and prayer would begin the transformation of one man in that audience… the very man who carried on the work that Stephen started; Saul of Tarsus.

In conclusion, whether you are an individual or a church, your #1 priority is the same. We are called to give ourselves to prayer and the ministry of the Word. The church grew because they prayed and they preached. The Spirit worked mightily among them because they prayed and they preached. Stephen could be faithful, graceful and courageous even in the face of certain death because he prayed and he preached. Therefore, I pray that every one of us may hold these two things in our hearts so that everything we think and do will radiate from this. Lord, fill us with Your Spirit so we may be full of faith, full of grace and full of power to do Your good work.

BIG IDEA:  Focus on Prayer & the Ministry of the Word



