Part 11-Growing Pains
Acts 6:1-8

I don’t want to sound like a broken record; yet; like I said a few weeks ago; the enemy never gives up.  As the Scriptures teach; we wrestle not against flesh and blood; and your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.  Well; he’s on the prowl again; you’ll remember in chapter 4 it was an outward attack of persecution through the Sanhedrin that backfired, because through the Spirit they were given boldness.  In chapter 5 it was an inside job of deceit through a couple named Ananias and Sapphira.  As we come to chapter 6; we have Satan’s third rapid fire attempt to somehow cripple the church through dissension and misunderstanding.  Again; if you really want to make your life count for Jesus; expect opposition; and if we really want to be the church; not a building; but the people of God on mission with God; we should expect opposition.  Come to think of it; I want my name known in hell; I want the evil one to know all about me; don’t say that arrogantly; I want to be a threat to him; don’t you?

And what’s so interesting is that unlike chapter 5; no one was being deceitful; no one was trying to cover things up; no one was lying to the Holy Spirit.  It seems to be an issue of administration that came about because of the church’s growing pains.  Let’s get to the text; chapter 6; verse 1; in those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food (Verse 1).  For this to make sense; you need to understand that there were two kinds of Jews who had come to faith in Christ.  First; there were the Grecian Jews; these Jews lived abroad; their native language was Greek; and while they remained loyal to Judaism; they embraced some of the Greek culture that surrounded them.  It’s for this reason that the Pharisees referred to the Grecian Jews as second class Israelites.  Then there were the Hebraic Jews; these Jews were raised in and around Jerusalem; they spoke Hebrew; and were more inclined to fully embrace Jewish culture.  

Talk about a very tricky and dicey situation; for the Grecian Jews regarded the Hebraic Jews as holier than thou traditionalists; whereas; the Hebraic Jews regarded the Grecian Jews unspiritual compromisers of Greek culture.  Yet; imagine; because now through the events of the Spirit at Pentecost they are now one in Christ!  Wow; and because of an already natural and existing division between these two groups; I really believe that Satan tried to take advantage of this; to somehow use this situation; because as it’s been said; if you give the devil a crack he will try to boot down the door!  That’s what’s going on here; to say that there was a lot at stake would be a gross understatement.  Because as you know; when someone comes to faith in Christ; yes they become a new creation; yet it’s then that the work of sanctification begins.  And without question; while it’s true that they were one in Christ some of these racial and cultural prejudices remained!

I mean imagine what could have happened; these two groups don’t like each other; which then leads to full-blown disunity and dissension in the church.  And what follows is First Alliance Church for Hebraic Jews; and up the road on the corner is First Alliance Church for Grecian Jews.  Just know that if something like this would have happened the results would have been devastating; the enemy would have been smiling; because as Jesus himself would say; a divided house cannot stand.  And right away were told what the issue is; the distribution of food to widows.  I am not making this up; but I actually heard of a church split the other day because an elder at a church potluck received a smaller piece of ham than the child who was sitting next to him; no joke!  

In our context; the Grecian Jews felt that their widows were being neglected and overlooked.  Was this intentional; I think partly because of all of the things that we’ve already mentioned; I also think that this was happening because of poor administration and supervision; because conservatively scholars believe that the church had grown to at least 20,000 people!  And so; yes; there was existing prejudices; yet; I also believe that because the church had exploded numerically this was also a result of growing pains.  Whatever the case; when the daily distribution went out; it might have looked like this; the Grecian widows received one loaf of bread while the Hebraic Jews received two; the Grecian widows received one bag of grain while the Hebraic Jews received two!  And because of this; were specifically told that there was complaining; other translations use the words grumbling or murmuring.  What’s interesting is that the terminology that is used here has a direct link to the Israelites in the desert when they complained and murmured against Moses!  And now in the same way; there is complaining and murmuring towards the apostles!

I don’t want to go on too much of a tangent here; yet the application here is that complaining and grumbling and murmuring should have no place in the life of the Christian!  Paul would say this in Philippians 2:14; do everything without complaining and arguing; Peter would say something very similar in 1 Peter 4:9; offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.  Why; because complaining and grumbling often spreads and infects others; and if left unchecked can begin to create division and dissension throughout the body.  Question; was there a legitimate issue happening; yes; some widows were being neglected which was not right.  The problem though was that these Greek-speaking Christians started to complain to each other; they didn’t go to the apostles; the one’s who were responsible; the one’s who were in authority over them; the one’s who were able to do something about the situation.  No; instead they murmured and complained about it among themselves until eventually the apostles caught wind of it.  And the right response was not to complain to others; but to go right to the apostles!

I want to throw it out there; are we ever like this; do we ever complain; do we ever grumble to other people instead of going to those that it involves; to those who can help solve the problem? I say this respectfully; if you are a complainer stop; it does the body no good; if there are legitimate concerns we welcome that; but don’t complain to 16 of your buddies; go right to the person that it involves.  And if someone comes complaining to you respectfully say; you need to stop complaining; you need to go right to the person who is responsible; who is the overseer; who can talk directly with you about your concerns.  Hear me out; I’m not trying to sensor you; I’m not trying to micro-manage what you say; yet; if Surrey Alliance is your church; you have a responsibility to the unity and to the health of this body; and complaining will not help us in any way fulfill the mission that God has for us!  That’s why; complaining and murmuring should have no place in the life of the Christian!

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 (Verse 2).  Now; when you first read this you might think; those apostles are stuck up; how dare they think that they are too good to wait on tables!  You will remember how in the upper room Jesus got up from the meal; took off his outer clothing; wrapped a towel around his waist; poured water into a basin; and started washing the disciples filthy feet.  Know that these actions would have been forever seared in their hearts and minds; as the God who made the heavens and the stars; the God whom one day all people will kneel before; he is the one kneeling as a servant before his disciples!  

And along with these actions; they would have remembered the words that followed; he that is greatest among you must become the servant of all (Luke 22:26).  I tell you this because in no way were the apostles down grading the ministry of waiting on tables; in no way did they think that they were above such a task.  Why; because Jesus did feet; he is our example; and when called upon every single one of us should be willing and ready to serve where needed; no task is below us; our Lord Jesus; God in the flesh; did feet; so should we!

So what is going on; calling; giftedness; and that’s why the apostles basically say; we’ll focus on prayer and the word-while some of you will need to focus on tables.  Know that this word “table” comes from the Greek word trapeza; which literally means the table of a money changer; as well as an eating table.  And so; the waiting on tables would have involved the handling and collecting of money as well as serving meals.  This is so important because no one person has all the gifts; not even the apostles; and for the apostle’s to wait on tables would have left them little time for prayer and the preaching of the Word!  Again; were they too good for such a task; of course not; but their gifting and their calling from God was to keep the main thing the main thing!  And for them to be distracted doing other things; to be all things to all people; to spread themselves too thin trying to meet all of these needs; would have been wrong/great disservice to the church and the advance of the Gospel!  Baseball analogy; sweet spot; expound; word and prayer!

Sometimes people ask me; so what do you do as a pastor each week; great question; maybe that’s a question that you are asking yourself.  Let me tell you; when I came to Christ God gave me a life verse out of Jeremiah; your word is like a fire in my bones indeed I cannot hold it in.  And from this moment on; I knew that my main focus would be to unashamedly proclaim this book in its entirety!  And so; every morning I hit a coffee shop at around 7:30 A.M; I don’t respond to email; I don’t turn on my cell phone; if you are trying to get a hold of me you won’t be able to; why; because I am studying the Scriptures; I am seeking the Lord; this is my main focus; and if I don’t hear from God during the week I’ll have nothing to say on Sunday!  And then; when I get in the office at around noon; there’s meetings to attend; people to connect with; interns to boss around; wait a minute; that shouldn’t be in my notes!

Verse 3; brothers, 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.”  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.  They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them (Verses 3-6).  There are a few things that are very significant here; first; leadership is about character; today in a lot of churches the criteria is often do they speak well; what’s their education; are they hip; do they like the Canucks; great; you’re in!  Here’s the problem; you can speak well and lack character; you can have a lot of the bells and whistles when it comes to your education and lack character; and believe it or not; you can actually like the Canucks and lack character.  When it comes to leadership in the church it really comes down to one word; character; not perfection but character; in other words; who are you in the dark; are you living a repentant lifestyle; are the Scriptures and prayer a part of your life; does your public life line up with your private life; these are character questions; and these men that were chosen had character because were told that they were full of faith and the Holy Spirit.  Side note; yes it is just men that are mentioned here; but later on in the book of Acts; God will raise up some key women leaders as well. Priscilla being one of them; and so; this passage is not teaching that only men can be leaders!

Second; all seven men have Greek names; which is quite significant because you will remember that it was the Grecian Jews who were complaining about their widows being neglected.  And again; this could have been so very explosive; for the Hebraic Jews could have said; we are the majority here; which means that on this team of seven there should be at least 4 or 5 of us; we should be the majority not them!  Yet; that’s not what happened; it seems that they deliberately picked Greek men as if to say; you are the one’s who feel slighted so let’s appoint seven from among you to rectify the situation.  Isn’t that awesome; and because of a humble and gracious spirit from the Hebraic Jews; the unity was protected and a division was thwarted!  Praise God!  

This leads to a very important application; were to be gracious and sensitive towards one another; were to put other people’s needs above our own.  And so many things in the church are not worth fighting over; the battle is out there; it’s not in here with one another; and what type of community would we be if our knee jerk reaction was; it’s not about me; it’s not about my needs and me getting what I want; and to the glory of God I’m going to put that person’s needs before my own; that’s what the Hebraic Jews did and it was a beautiful thing!

Third; other than Stephen and Philip we know nothing about these men; I just find this to be important; as we will discover; Stephen will play a prominent role in the spread of the Gospel beyond Jerusalem; Philip will take the Gospel to those hated Samaritans and to the Ethiopian eunuch; the other men; we really know nothing about!  Zip; zero; who were they; we don’t know; but God does; what we do know is that they served the Lord faithfully; and at the end of the day; that’s what matters!  Not the praise of men; but obedience and service to God; who will one day say; well done my good and faithful servant.

Verse 7; 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 (Verse 7).  I love what happens here; how the Gospel continues to spread rapidly in fulfillment of Acts 1:8.  And without question the application is this; everyone has a role to play; everyone is needed in God’s church; everyone can be a player when it comes to the advance of the Gospel.  Because here’s what happened; the apostle’s focused on prayer and the word; these seven men focused on the waiting on of tables; both were so vital; it was a coming together with different gifts and abilities for the strengthening of the church; because no one person has all of the gifts!  And so hear me out; here’s what I’m trying to say; you are so needed here; your gifts matter to this body; and to be the church that God envisions it’s going to take all of us playing a role!  Think of it this way; imagine if you opened up a drawer in your kitchen and found twenty cheese graters but no utensils.  Not very helpful when you need a strainer to drain your spaghetti!  No; if your drawer is anything like our drawer; there’s forks knives spoons; sharp knives; wooden spoons; large forks; small spoons; spatulas; measuring cups; there’s all of these different utensils in the kitchen that serve a different function yet all are so very important in the kitchen!  And in the same way; we are all different; we have different gifts and abilities; yet; we are all so needed!

In a lot of churches they use this passage in Acts 6 to formally build a deacon’s team; there’s nothing wrong with that; we are wanting to further build up this team as well to help with some of the needs here; if that interests you let us know.  Yet; the word deacon literally means servant; and we know from the Scriptures that we are all called to serve; so in a very real sense we are all called to be deacons!  You want to know what my hope is; that every single one of us here would not just attend; but that we would all serve and play a role.  And yet; so often when the pastor or someone else talks about serving; it’s kind of like pulling teethe; why is that; look; serving should not be a burden; serving should be an act of worship that you do out of great love for your God; who came as a servant!  Because again; you are needed here; children; youth; sound; musicians; block party; hospitality; computer; compassion; pray.
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