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WELCOME: 

SCRIPTURE READINGS:  

Acts 6:1-7 
Now during those days, when the disciples were increasing in number, the Hellenists complained against the 

Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food. 2 And the twelve called 

together the whole community of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we should neglect the word of God 

in order to wait on tables. 3 Therefore, friends, select from among yourselves seven men of good standing, full 

of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may appoint to this task, 4 while we, for our part, will devote ourselves to 

prayer and to serving the word.” 5 What they said pleased the whole community, and they chose Stephen, a 

man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, together with Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a 

proselyte of Antioch. 6 They had these men stand before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on 

them. 
7 The word of God continued to spread; the number of the disciples increased greatly in Jerusalem, and a great 

many of the priests became obedient to the faith. 

 

SERMON 

• This short story in Acts is an important one.  

• It is a transition point from the church, based in Jerusalem, centered around the apostles, to 

ministry beyond the apostles.  

• It is the beginning of a broadening-out within the church.  

 

• Our story begins by reminding us that the church is growing.  

• But, as often happens when organizations grow, they encounter an intercultural problem: the 

Hellenists, so Jews from around the Greek-speaking world, those who primarily speak 

Greek, are complaining against the Hebrews, Jews based in the Palestine area who speak 

primarily Aramaic.  

• The Hellenists are not complaining about something trivial neither. 

• They are complaining that their neediest people, their widows, are being neglected in the 

daily distribution of food.  

• Remember, the church at this point is “sharing all things in common.”  

• Many people are selling the property that they have and putting their resources at “the feet of 

the apostles.”  

• That means that they are trusting the apostles to re-distribute their sacrificially provided 

wealth so that everybody has what they need.  

• The apostles are doing some amazing things.  

• They are standing up to the authorities, holding them accountable for their execution of 

Jesus, and also sharing the good news that everybody can have peace in their relationship 

with God.  

• Everybody can be part of God’s family so long as they want to be.  

• Along with this, God’s Holy Spirit heals people through the apostles.  

• And they are also in charge of re-distributing resources.  

• That’s a lot for 12 people to do, especially since the community is now in the thousands. 

 



• It begs a question for me as we start off here this morning.  

• Have you ever witnessed or experienced being overlooked or neglected?  

• Perhaps because of someone else’s biases? 

o Get answers 

 

• Thank you all.  

• I want to point out that the people who are doing the neglecting in our story today, given 

everything we’ve learned in Acts so far, are the apostles.  

• We know that they value everyone who is coming to join this community.  

• They have been inviting them in, Greek-speaking and Aramaic-speaking, since Pentecost, 

the birth of the church.  

• They have a value on including all of these people so far.  

• But, given how huge their community is, they are dropping the ball.  

• And the way they are failing is to provide more for the Jewish Christians who have the most 

in common with them, those who grew up in Palestine like them, those who spoke their 

language, Aramaic. 

• They are neglecting, overlooking, the Greek-speaking Jewish Christians, those who grew up 

all over the Greek-speaking world, members of the diaspora who came to Jerusalem at some 

point.  

• I’m sure they are not intentionally neglecting the Greek-speaking people.  

• Biases are certainly a factor—they may have blinders on, unaware of their preferential 

treatment.  

• Some commentators have pointed out that it is very likely the Hellenists are having Greek 

language churches at this point—that these 1st & 2nd generation immigrants to Palestine are 

likely living in communities where their neighbors are like them. 

• And it makes sense that they would be participating in churches where their primary 

language is spoken.  

• These language and cultural issues are certainly extenuating factors.  

 

• I am struck that, in this story, when the apostles realize the problem, they call together the 

community of the disciples—the church, including those Greek speakers.  

• And they start working out a solution.  

• They don’t put the blame on the Greek-speakers.  

• The community does not fracture—although if this inequity continued, they would have.  

• The apostles do not tell the Hellenists to just become Hebrew Jews.  

• They don’t say to them, “learn our language and you wouldn’t have this problem.”  

• “Stop being a Hellenist, start being a Hebrew, and these cultural factors won’t affect you.”  

• No, instead they work out a solution with those who are suffering from the injustice.  

• Our denomination, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) claims that “We are a 

movement for wholeness and reconciliation in a broken and divided world.”  

• And here, we see that the church is certainly attempting to deal with these fracture points 

within their community instead of ignoring them, or rejecting those most affected.  

• They don’t say, “Hey, big deal, life is unfair.” 



• “Get over it.”  

• “You should just be grateful that we even have this ministry.” 

 

• So the apostles are talking to the whole community of disciples, and they present the 

problem from their perspective.  

• They say, “It is not right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables.”  

• So part of the problem is that the apostles are feeling like they are doing too much.  

• The ministry of the word of God, in their view, is the preaching, teaching, healing, praying, 

and prophetically speaking truth to power. 

• That is what they want to be busy with.  

• Not “waiting tables.”  

• Now, you might be wondering, “what do they mean by waiting tables?”  

• Restaurant culture wasn’t a huge thing in the ancient world at this time.  

• This has more of the idea of household servants who would serve food. 

• This, by the way, is where we end up getting our word deacon from.  

• Deacons were servants who waited tables.  

• But in this context, this is clearly a euphemism for their food distribution program.  

• The apostles understand that there are limits to what they can do.  

• They see that they cannot take care of people’s material needs fairly. 

 

• And so, the apostles tell the church to pick from amongst themselves 7 “men of good 

standing, full of the spirit, and of wisdom.” 

• Good standing—that is, people chosen have a good reputation amongst their broader 

community.  

• Full of the spirit – that is, they are devoted to following God’s Spirit where she leads them.  

• This would likely be demonstrated by already being busy with the things that matter to God: 

showing care for God and others already.  

• And full of wisdom—That is, they are smart, and know how to apply their smarts.  

• Likely, they are demonstrated problem solvers and critical thinkers. 

 

• There is also another characteristic on this list that should be mentioned: they are men.  

• To me, this is another demonstration of the biases of the apostles and the community at the 

time.  

• But I want to point out that people in this position, deacons, are mentioned elsewhere in the 

New Testament and historical documents outside of the Bible indicating that, within just a 

few years, women start occupying this role as well.  

• This, the first ministry position in the church besides the apostles, becomes a position of 

authority that women will occupy alongside men.  

• But right now, in this story, we are not there yet. 

 

• Then we are told that the church ends up choosing their 7 people.  



• The apostles prayed for them, and lay their hands on them—a sign that they are sharing 

some of their authority with these “Table waiters.” 

• An ordination and installation service for these new ministers.  

• It is worth pointing out that these men have Greek names.  

• They are Hellenist Jews.  

• Most likely 1st language Greek-speakers.  

• That means that when it came to this problem of injustice and inequity, the church chose to 

empower members of their community who are part of that marginalized group to resolve it. 

 

• There have been tremendous splits in the many institutions we call “church” because of acts 

of injustice and inequity like what we read in the story.  

• Many times, our textbooks tell us that these are along ideological grounds.  

• And that’s often one of the compounding factors.  

• But the attempts to hoard power and influence is almost always the primary factor behind 

the splits.  

• Our denomination, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), is part of what has historically 

been called the Stone-Campbell Movement, because of our founders.  

• The history of this movement is most beautiful to me when multiple groups with distinct 

differences choose to come together and share their power and authority with each other. 

• The power of Christ’s teachings is evident when our love overcomes barriers. 

• But the ugliest times in our history are when our groups have refused to share power and 

authority.  

• In one of the very first revivals within this country, Barton Stone saw people stand shoulder-

to-shoulder across differences raising a holy ruckus for God.  

• White and black people, slave and freed, male and female, rich and poor.  

• That was the fertile soil, the inciting event, which would come to give birth to our 

movement.  

• But within no time at all, segregated worship became the norm. 

 

• It wasn’t until we officially became a denomination in the late 60s that we, in some sense, 

reunited.  

• But as a result of this hard work, our denomination can say with some level of integrity that 

it is trying to be “a movement for wholeness and reconciliation in a broken and divided 

world.” 

• Challenges for us, at the local level, definitely remain though.  

• If we seek to include those who are different than us, we must still be willing to relinquish 

some of our power and control and preferences for the good of the broader community.  

• We must listen and learn.  

• That’s hard work.  

• It’s raw, vulnerable work.  

• Last summer, we began 2 anti-racism studies and wrestled with the important implications of 

what we discovered together.  



• A result of that was the formation of our Justice and Equity team, a subcommittee of the 

Outreach Commission.  

• And within the team, we have continued to wrestle with living into the world God desires. 

 

• For one of us, Merrie Miller, that has manifested in the creation of a brand new ministry that 

will exist outside of the Justice and Equity team—it’s just going to be too big for it.  

• It’s called Breaking Bread Ministry.  

• Appropriate for today, it is a food distribution ministry.  

• If we, as a church, are able to pay $125 a month, Merrie, Wendy Cooke, and their team will 

be able to deliver thousands of pounds of food every month to those who need it.  

• And now, Merrie is going to tell us a bit more about this ministry. 

o Merrie shares. 

• Thank you Merrie.  

• What an appropriate way for us to end this message. 

 


