
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #10

“Helping Hands”

Acts 6:1-7

When a certain church in Dallas, Texas decided to split, each faction filed a lawsuit to claim the church property. A judge finally referred the matter to the higher authorities in the particular denomination. A church court assembled to hear both sides of the case and awarded the church property to one of the two factions. The losers withdrew and formed another church in the area.

During the hearing, the church courts learned that the conflict had all begun at a church dinner when a certain elder received a smaller slice of ham than a child seated next to him. Sadly, this was reported in the newspapers for everyone to read. Just imagine how the people of Dallas laughed about that situation! This brought great discredit not only to the church but also to Jesus Christ!

Unfortunately similar stories can be told countless times of churches that split over insignificant things: the color of carpet in the sanctuary, the translation of Bible to be placed in the pews, or whether or not to install cabinets in the church kitchen. (Yes, I know of a church that split over that!) 

Why does this happen so often? When Satan does not succeed in stopping the church with a frontal assault, he attacks from within. This usually happens subtly—an invitation not sent, a job unnoticed, a critical comment overheard, jealousy over something that really does not matter (like the size of a ham slice). When the murmuring begins, the devil smiles.

“Certainly this type of thing never happened in the early church!” we might be tempted to think. And we would be wrong. The first-century church, just like the twenty-first century church, was comprised of people—real people—and they had real problems that threatened to split the fellowship. We read of one of those occasions in Acts 6.

How the apostles dealt with the situation can teach us much today. Alexander Strauch, who has written extensively about the offices of elder and deacon within the local church, writes,

In terms of church leadership, Acts 6 is one of the most significant passages in the New Testament and should be ranked alongside Paul’s message to the Ephesian elders (Acts 20:17-38) for its relevance to church pastors. Church shepherds should read Acts 6 every six months, for it is packed to overflowing with rich truths and dynamic lessons about church leadership and spiritual priorities. It emphasizes the centrality of the Word of God and the need to care for the poor. It addresses issues of conflict and problem solving, leadership character, finances, prayer, evangelism, love, humility, and community. It also directly addresses the subject of deacons.

The Divisive Problem

The chapter opens by describing the divisive problem in verse one,

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.
Notice that this problem did not arise because the church was in decline. Luke records that at this time “the number of disciples was increasing.” If anything, this amazing development may have contributed to the problem. The church was experiencing “growing pains” and this was making it difficult for the apostles to minister to everybody.

Remember, at this time the Christians had no constitution, no organizational plan—nothing but the indwelling Holy Spirit to keep it cohesive and heading in the right direction. While the church remained relatively small, this worked just fine. Eventually, however, the Jerusalem church encountered the perils that accompany rapid growth.

The problem was a common one within the family of God: complaining. The same Greek verb used here was the same in the Greek translation of the Old Testament for the “murmuring” of the Israelites against Moses in Exodus 16:7 and Numbers 14:27.
 

This is one of Satan’s favorite ways to tarnish the testimony of the church. There is no more effective way to kill a congregation of believers than bitter squabbling and infighting. Jesus affirmed the seriousness of such division by praying that His people might all be one in John 17:20-21.
 No wonder Paul wrote in Philippians 2:14-15,

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe.

Who were the two sides of this dispute? At this time the entire body of believers was Jewish, but they represented two groups from two very different backgrounds. The Greek terms could be rendered “Hellenists” and “Hebrews,” which have colloquial meanings. The main distinction between the two groups was linguistic: the Hellenists were Jews whose habitual language was Greek and who attended Greek-speaking synagogues; the Hebrews spoke Aramaic (a common form of Hebrew) and attended synagogues where the service was conducted in Hebrew.

There was more to the division than language, though. In many ways the Greek or Hellenistic Jews not only spoke Greek but thought and behaved like Greeks, while the Hebrew Jews not only spoke Aramaic but were deeply immersed in Hebrew culture.
 This was not a racial divide—they were all Jews by heredity—but a cultural one.

Specifically, the dispute had to do with widows within the congregation. Widows fared much better in Hebrew culture, which valued kindness to widows and orphans as honoring to God; naturally, the church continued this Jewish tradition. Some Hellenists, however, complained that Hellenistic widows had been overlooked in the distribution of food, subtly suggesting cultural bias was to blame.
 Leslie Flynn, in his wonderfully titled book Great Church Fights, writes,

Was the grievance justified? Likely it was. The word neglected, used only here in the New Testament, means literally “to look beyond, to view amiss, overlook, slight.” The imperfect tense of the verb indicates continuous action, hinting that the neglect had gone on for some time.

Was the slight intentional? Perhaps some prejudice did flare. Just as today’s Sabras (Israel-born Jews) subconsciously consider themselves superior to foreign-born Jews, so Hebrews of the first century often regarded Grecian Jews as second-class citizens. Maybe the Hebrew element, in the majority and in charge, regarded their Hellenistic brethren as having only a secondary claim on their food. After all—this was Jerusalem, and these people were foreigners. So if the food was short, the Grecians may have received a smaller share.

But it seems more likely the neglect was accidental. As the church grew in numbers, it grew in need. The task of distribution became more complex, requiring more supervision than the apostles could give. In any case, the Grecian widows were slighted and the loving community was jeopardized.

I would agree that this oversight was not deliberate; more probably the cause was poor administration or supervision.
 Good intentions do not diminish the reality of a problem, though. Action had to be taken.

The Decisive Priority

Luke describes the decisive priority in verse two: “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.’” Good leaders distinguish themselves by their ability to skillfully confront troublesome issues and to be decisive. In fact, confronting problems is a major part of leadership responsibility. Running away from problems creates worse problems. In this trying situation facing the Jerusalem church, the apostles acted decisively and skillfully. Their actions avoided a potential disaster and led to the creation of a better situation.

The apostles could not be everywhere at once. Moreover, God had called them to teach, preach, and lead, not to minister to every individual need in person. The church had to take care of its members without failing in its primary mission: to “be witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Its members had not yet extended ministry beyond the walls of Jerusalem; they couldn’t afford to get bogged down by details—even the important detail of caring for widows.

Now this is not to suggest that serving tables is a menial task, because every ministry in the church is important. But it is a matter of priorities; the apostles were doing jobs that others could do just as well. D. L. Moody used to say that it was better to put ten men to work than to try to do the work of ten men. Certainly it is better for the pastor, for the workers you enlist, and for the church as a whole.

The apostles recommit themselves to their task in verse four: “and [we] will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.” This is as important for the twenty-first century church as it was for the first-century church. John Stott writes in his book, I Believe in Preaching,

The Church of every generation has to re-learn the lesson of Acts 6. There was nothing wrong with the apostles’ zeal for God and his Church. They were busily engaged in a Christlike, compassionate ministry to needy widows. But it was not the ministry to which they, as apostles, had been called. Their vocation was ‘the ministry of the Word and prayer’; the social care of the widows was the responsibility of others.

Even today, some pastors are so busy with secondary tasks that they fail to spend adequate time in study and in prayer. This creates a “spiritual deficiency” in the church that makes it easy for problems to develop.
 Strauch writes,

I am convinced that Acts 6:4 is one of the most important verses in the New Testament for church shepherds. It enunciates the fundamental priorities of all church shepherds: prayer and the ministry of the Word…. We must remember that the true priorities of church leaders are always under attack. There will always be too much to do. “Overbusyness” is destroying the lives of many servants of God as well as many churches.

The apostles were not too busy for ministry, but preoccupied with the wrong ministry. So are many pastors. Instead of concentrating on the ministry of the word, they become overwhelmed with administration. Sometimes it is the pastor’s fault (he wants to keep all the reins in his own hands), and sometimes the people’s (they want him to be a general manager). In either case the consequences are disastrous.

This is always a temptation to think, “Things will not happen the way they should if I don’t do them myself.” Certainly no one can do the job the way we can. It is to the apostles’ credit that they resisted this.

The Diplomatic Proposal

Instead of continuing down the same divisive, disastrous path, the apostles came up with the dramatic proposal outlined in verses 3-4,

“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.”

First of all, notice that the Twelve did not impose a solution on the church, but instead gathered all the disciples together in order to share the problem with them.
 Regardless of a church’s form of government, it is wise to involve the entire membership in certain decisions.
 Why did they choose seven? It may have corresponded with Jewish practice in setting up boards of seven men for particular duties.
 In the end it was the congregation as a whole that selected these seven men and presented them to the apostles for their approval; and it was the apostles who installed them in office.
 

It is noteworthy that spiritual qualifications were sought in men appointed to such tasks within the church.
 These individuals selected for service were not to be the first seven who expressed an interest or who had the spare time. The church was to look at the responsibilities required and then find gifted men to fulfill those responsibilities.
 What were the requirements? First, the men were to be “from among you,” in other words, members of the fellowship. They were to be “of good reputation,” that is, well spoken of. Then, they were to be “full of the Spirit” and full “of wisdom,” which may be defined as good, common sense. These should be minimum qualifications for any church officer.
 If such men could be found, to take charge of the distribution and see that no further cause for justified complaint arose, the apostles would be free to devote their undistracted attention to directing the church’s regular worship and to preaching the gospel.

What was the result? Verses 5-6 record, “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.” 

The congregation chose seven men, all with Greek names, suggesting a Greek orientation. Nicolas wasn’t even Jewish by birth; he had become a Jew by conversion prior to responding to the gospel.
 While the Seven were appointed to serving widows, it is plain that their activity was not confined to this. Stephen and Philip, at any rate, were well equipped for public leadership in general and for the particular forms of service in which Luke describes them as engaging—Stephen for the defense of the gospel and Philip for the work of evangelism.

We commonly call these seven men of Acts 6 “deacons” because the Greek noun diakonos is used in Acts 6:1, and the verb diakoneo (“serve”) is used in Acts 6:2. However, this title is not given to them in this chapter. The word simply means “a servant.” These seven men were humble servants of the church, men whose work made it possible for the Apostles to carry on their important ministries among the people.
 The placing of the hands conveyed no special or additional powers. It was rather symbolic of the coming of God’s Spirit upon the one being dedicated to the service.

A vital principle is illustrated in this incident, which is of urgent importance to the church today. It is that God calls all his people to ministry, that he calls different people to different ministries, and that those called to “prayer and the ministry of the word” must for no reason allow themselves to be distracted from their priorities.

The Dynamic Product

“That’s all well and good,” you might be thinking, “but I thought this was about evangelism?” That’s true. We see the dynamic product of this situation in 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.” While the divisive problem threatened the growth of the young church, the solution of the problem caused the assembly to grow even more!
The Word cannot spread when the ministry of the Word is neglected. Conversely, when pastors devote themselves to the Word, it spreads. The two Greek verbs “spread” and “increased” are in the imperfect tense, indicating that both the spread of the word and the growth of the church were continuous.

The seven were “helping hands” that allowed the twelve to fulfill their ministries. Not everyone is called to preach and teach, but everyone is called to serve in some way. Your role may not be up front, but you may allow them to do what they need to do.

Satan cannot defeat Christ and His Church. He knows that. But if he can disrupt the fellowship and distract the leadership of the Church, he can slow their progress in the world. Let us resolve not to allow petty problems to divide us. As leaders let us resolve not to allow murmuring and complaining to infect the local church family, but to meet problems head on. And we will see others come to Christ and the church grow!
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