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“Growing Pains” (Acts 6:1-15) 

Acts gives us insights also of early church life that show us how the church dealt with problems 
as it grew. The initial unity of the Church had been threatened in chapter five by hypocrisy and 
now in chapter six with internal murmuring. The toleration of hypocrisy would have undermined 
the church’s message and internal division would have weakened its strength.  

Satan again seeks to attack the saints from within, now by another method, but still using 
motives of selfishness concerning material things. Now, the Church faces problems within and 
without. A church can split over practical issues as well as doctrinal issues. Satan had attacked the 
early church with verbal intimidation, physical persecution, hypocrisy, and now with internal 
divisions. Even the most spiritual people have problems that must be addressed lest the devil 
exploit them. It is naïve to imagine that church life would be different today.  
 

And in those days, when the number of the disciples was multiplied, there arose a murmuring of the Grecians 
against the Hebrews, because their widows were neglected in the daily ministration. (v1) 

 
One of the ministries for the synagogues and churches was to provide for poor widows and 
orphans that were not supported by relatives and the State. That is still true today. The Church 
may have conceivably been now between 20 and 30 thousand. As the Church grew, the numbers 
of widows grew and the sums given for distribution to the poor did also. This would be taxing 
on the administration of the Apostles. Church growth has benefits, but it also brings with it 
potential pitfalls.  

At this time, the Church was made up of almost exclusively Jews (including some 
proselytes). However, the Jewish people were not a homogenous group. There were made up of 
two distinct groupings: 
 
(1) Orthodox Hebrew Jews – These were Jews who were born and lived within the boundaries 
of the nation of Israel. Most would have spoken Hebrew and were intimately familiar with the 
language, religion, and culture of the Jewish faith. Likely, they knew the Old Testament Scripture 
much better than the Grecian Jews. They may have felt themselves superior to the Grecian Jews.  
(2) Grecian Jews – These were Jews of the diaspora who had grown up in Greek cities and 
colonies and were heavily influenced by Greek culture and language. Most could only read the 
Greek Septuagint translation of the Hebrew Bible. Widows of this group who returned to Israel 
were especially poor as women had few legal rights and likely wholly depended on the local 
Jewish population to support them through alms. 
 
It was from these two groupings that a perception of bias emerged. The Grecian widows started 
to believe, rightly or wrongly, that they were being discriminated against. This led to a division. 
The word translated “murmuring” is one that indicates a secret complaining and is a mild form in 
Greek. Such discontentment may begin with murmuring but this can lead to outright division. 
There likely was evidence of at least some grounds for suspicion that this claimed discrimination 
was happening. This partiality towards Judaism would manifest itself all the ways through the 
Book of Acts. There is always a tendency to favour certain types of people in the Church. We are 
all prejudiced to one degree or another. Some people are not easy to like! However, whatever the 
reasons for the division, the matter had to be addressed. Ray Pritchard explains,  
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“This was a recipe for trouble. As long as things were going well, the differences could 
be ignored. However, the Jerusalem church was never rich, and eventually there were 
problems in the daily distribution of food for the widows from the two groups. The 
Hebrew-speaking Jewish Christian widows were being favored over the Greek-speaking 
Jewish Christian widows. I think (although I can’t prove it) that here we have a simple 
case of the “hometown girls” being favored—consciously or unconsciously. After all, the 
Hebrew-speaking widows were from Israel, and perhaps had grown up in or near 
Jerusalem. They were well-known and had many connections. It’s a natural human 
impulse to “take care of your own” in times of trouble or shortage. Perhaps it wasn’t 
being done intentionally, but nevertheless one group of widows was being favored over 
another group. I think it’s easy for us to dismiss this as a fairly minor problem. It wasn’t. 
If you were a Greek-speaking widow in the Jerusalem church, it was a big deal because 
you weren’t being fed. And when the widows weren’t being fed, their friends got up in 
arms. So, what might not matter to us looks more serious if the women involved happen 
to be personal friends. This is a serious problem that demanded careful attention. 
Churches routinely split over issues much less important than this.” 
 

 
 
Then the twelve called the multitude of the disciples unto them, and said, It is not reason that we should leave the 

word of God, and serve tables. (v2) 
 
This episode shows that leaders need to be careful to always be impartial and to maintain this 
appearance. There is always a danger in the ministry of getting too involved in the cares of this 
world and physical duties. This is a snare of the devil to distract leaders from their primary tasks. 
These men had been called to serve primarily as Bible teachers but not everyone in the local 
church was so. They knew “it is not reason” or it is not rational to put the physical over the 
spiritual, but they had to do something about this problem. However, they didn’t over-react or 
under-react to the issue. They didn’t take a poll to see what ideas people had to resolve it. Rather 
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they took leadership and brought their collective viewpoint to the people. These were leaders 
who really led.  
 
Wherefore, brethren, look ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom, whom 

we may appoint over this business. (v3) 
 
The early church here set a wonderful example of how to deal with conflicts. The circumstances 
here had the potential to be explosive and they quickly discerned this. They believed there was a 
biblical way for solving it and they wanted to find it and obey it. They approached this with 
spiritual discernment in a swift but orderly fashion. In v3 we should note that the Greek word 
translated “men” is aner which can only mean men. The character of these men was clear, as in 
addition to being saved male church members, they had to be: 
 

(1) Men of honest report – they needed to be known within and without the church for 
their integrity in the home, workplace, and the church. Such reputations would not have 
been earned overnight so likely these were not recent converts.  

(2) Men full of the Holy Ghost – just to serve tables? They needed the Spirit of God to 
control their feelings and direct their wills. They needed the meekness and grace of 
Christ. It is not enough to be popular or zealous to serve in the work of God. They had 
to be filled with God’s power. For a man who is filled with the Spirit will exhibit the fruit 
of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23) 

(3) Men full of wisdom – this was a sensitive and potentially explosive matter. It had to be 
handled by men who had tact and compassion. They knew how to apply God’s Word to 
this practical situation.  

 
Too often when we select leaders in our churches based on worldly criteria such as relationships, 
social status, academic achievements, wealth, public speaking abilities etc. This has never been 
God’s order and we would do well to follow the early church. If not we may end up agreeing 
with the great Charles Spurgeon who quipped, “Resist the Devil and he will flee from you; resist 
a deacon and he will fly at you.” 

It is clear that there was a subordinate office (likely deacons here) to that of preaching in 
which spiritual matters are excluded from their decision making. Not everyone has the same gifts 
and calling. The church would be very unbalanced if so. There are different gifts and different 
roles in the Body of Christ. These are at the sovereign will of a sovereign God. So, if God has 
called you to be an ear then don’t try to be an eye!  

These men were already leaders amongst their brethren. God had called them and gifted 
them for this role. The choosing out by the congregation is simply a matter of them recognizing 
those who the Holy Ghost has selected. The process of how they were recognized is also worth 
noting. The public right of selecting “deacons” resides in the church, but the power of ordaining 
them was retained by the apostles. This is a biblical balance. As Barnes comments, 

 
“Though they were “selected” by the church, yet the power of ordaining them, or setting 
them apart, was retained by the apostles. Thus, the rights of “both” were preserved - the 
right of the church to designate those who should serve them in the office of deacon, 
and the right of the apostles to organize and establish the church with its appropriate 
officers; on the one hand, a due regard to the liberty and privileges of the Christian 
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community, and, on the other, the security of proper respect for the office as being of 
apostolic appointment and authority.” 

 
But we will give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word. (v4) 

 
All pastors should give themselves to primarily this ministry. The idea of “continually” is “intense 
and persevering” in Greek. Note how prayer is put before preaching as the success in the latter is 
always determined by the former. To succeed in the ministry, a pastor must find men full of the 
Holy Spirit to take care of the administration to free himself to focus on his primary calling. He 
must not be the Church Accountant, Administrator, Treasurer, Caretaker for if he does a little bit 
of everything he will achieve nothing! It is impossible for one man or a small group of leaders to 
do all the work. That is not the way God intended the Work of God to be. There is a diversity of 
gifts in the whole Body of Christ (1 Cor. 12) and that diversity should be used. Pritchard notes,  
 

“The apostles would have been out of God’s will to wait on tables; the seven men 
chosen by the congregation were in God’s will when they did what the apostles wouldn’t 
do. They obeyed God’s will by serving the widows just as much as the apostles obeyed 
God’s will when they ministered the Word of God. It’s not an either-or proposition. We 
need leaders who will devote themselves to the Word of God and to prayer, and we need 
deacons who will serve the widows. Both are absolutely necessary for the church to 
function properly.” 

 
Today we have liberal churches and preachers who argue that the primary mission of the church 
is to do social help of the poor and the oppressed. Although we should seek to help those in 
need, we should never forget that their greatest need is to be healed from their sins. Going to 
hell on a full stomach and fully clothed is a great failure!  

 
And the saying pleased the whole multitude: and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Ghost, 

and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolas a proselyte of Antioch: Whom 
they set before the apostles: and when they had prayed, they laid their hands on them. (v5-6) 
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This issue had to be resolved and a solution organised. God is a God of order as evidenced 
throughout Scripture in Creation, Temple worship, Covenants etc. Dis-organisation is contrary 
to the nature and character of God as “God is not the author of confusion” (1Cor 14:33). It is 
interesting that the people choose Grecian deacons with Greek names, even though the apostles 
had not specified that this was to be the case. They followed the spiritual qualifications pre-
requisites laid out by their leaders, “and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Ghost.” 
Such choices would have more easily won the trust of all the Greek-speaking believers. These 
selections are amazing as often people revert to their sectarian groups in event of conflict. This 
reflects their prudence and desire to preserve unity. They were all Jews except Nicolas who was a 
Greek.  
 The Apostles laid hands on them to reflect not only that they approved of these choices 
but also that they were interested in these men and their work. They had the full support of the 
apostolic band. Many of these deacons grew in maturity from this incident to serve the Church 
subsequently in other areas. Stephen became a great preacher and first martyr, Philip became 
another great preacher, and tradition is that Prochorus became a pastor or bishop. 

 
And the word of God increased; and the number of the disciples multiplied in Jerusalem greatly; and a great 

company of the priests were obedient to the faith. (v7) 
 
What we do is just as important as what we say as a church to the world around us! When this 
crisis was met in a spirit of meekness and grace by the leading of the Spirit of God, the blessing 
of the word of God increased, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly. Indeed, a large 
number of priests were converted to “the faith”, a striking proof of the power of preaching the 
Word. In fact, the blessing overflowed the church for the Lord didn’t just use addition, but also 
multiplication, “and the number of the disciples multiplied in Jerusalem greatly.” God had thwarted the 
devil’s plans again.  

This is a classic example of how to resolve Church disputes. The potential division was 
resolved by the leadership decisively acting, the church helping, and then these 7 men faithfully 
serving. The dangerous poison of division was removed from the membership. Cultures may 
divide but the Gospel truly unites God’s people. Church problems (and family) are inevitable! 
Frankly, it is not “if” but “when” they will arise. But these same problems are not impossible to 
be dealt with if all sides are willing to submit to God’s way in solving them.  
 Of course, the people had to respond obediently to the biblical direction of the Apostles 
to resolve this. Sadly, not every church dispute within a local church ends in this way. Many 
refuse to do the right thing even when they are guided to do so. But we must never forget the 
devil has his tares sowed in amongst the wheat, and can sometimes outnumber them. 
 

And Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and miracles among the people. (v8) 
 
Serving food to desperate widows was not the most glamourous role to do, especially with the 
tension around the issue. Only a truly sacrificial man with a servant’s heart could do this well. 
Stephen may have begun his service in the church waiting on tables, but God can call such a man 
to higher service if he faithful in the little things. The same happened with Philip, who also 
became a powerful preacher in a great revival in Samaria. David proved himself faithful in taking 
care of his father’s few sheep on the hills of Bethlehem and after he had learned those lessons, 
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the Lord moved him on to become the shepherd of the nation of Israel. Deffingbaugh makes a 
helpful point about the sovereignty of God,  
 

“Our text is yet another illustration of the sovereignty of God in Acts. I have to smile as 
I read our text, because God had a somewhat different plan than the apostles did. The 
apostles sought to solve a practical problem (conflict because of an inequity in the 
feeding of the widows) in a spiritual way. They rightly discerned their priorities and set 
about with the appointment of “deacons” to enable them to carry out their primary tasks 
(prayer and the ministry of the Word) in the church. They appointed seven men as 
“deacons” so that they could preach. And then God chose to make two of these seven 
“deacons” into great preachers. These two men, Stephen and Philip, were the key to the 
evangelization of the Greek-speaking Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles. God modified the 
plan of the apostles. As good as it was, God had another plan, a better plan. God works 
in mysterious ways, as we see in our text.” 

 
Stephen was never an apostle but the Holy Spirit makes him the main subject for a 

significant part of the sixth Chapter and the entire seventh Chapter. His ministry was primarily to 
Grecian Jews and his life and death in many ways are the catalyst that sent the gospel from 
Jerusalem into the Gentile world. 
 

Then there arose certain of the synagogue, which is called the synagogue of the Libertines, and Cyrenians, and 
Alexandrians, and of them of Cilicia and of Asia, disputing with Stephen. And they were not able to resist the 

wisdom and the spirit by which he spake. (v9-10) 
 
Stephen is a classic example that God Sovereignly permits bad things to happen to faithful and 
good men. This world is an unfair place. However, we should note that God allows these events 
simply to work everything together for the greatest good and purpose. This first great 
martyrdom would unleash centuries of hatred and persecution against the Church. In Jerusalem, 
the diaspora Jews would have Greek-speaking synagogues. Lightfoot estimates that there were 
four hundred and eighty synagogues in Jerusalem.  

Like His Master (John 2:19-22; Matt. 26:61; 27:40), Stephen was disputed against by the 
Pharisees and scribes – Paul may have even been one of those. In Acts 7:58 a man called Saul 
heard Stephen’s sermon – maybe this so disturbed his conscience so much that he went on his 
rampage to quell it. That is why Christ told him, “it is hard for thee to kick against the pricks” (Act 
9:5). It is also interesting that the first sermon Paul preached was similar to Stephen’s in Acts 13 
– Paul seemingly never got away from that first sermon of Stephen’s. Like His Saviour, they only 
exposed their own ignorance compared to the wisdom and Spirit of God. The results are similar 
here as they determined that he must be silenced by death. 

 
Then they suborned men, which said, We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses, and against 
God.  And they stirred up the people, and the elders, and the scribes, and came upon him, and caught him, and 
brought him to the council, And set up false witnesses, which said, This man ceaseth not to speak blasphemous 
words against this holy place, and the law: For we have heard him say, that this Jesus of Nazareth shall destroy 

this place, and shall change the customs which Moses delivered us. (v11-14) 
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An old tactic of the devil to silence a man of God is to slander him and even to murder him. The 
first children born into this world, Cain and Abel resulted in the first murder and martyrdom 
over a clash of beliefs. Cain hated that Abel’s faith was accepted by God and his counterfeit faith 
was deemed unacceptable.  

These Jewish leaders conspired to lie against Stephen and then murder him. Murder and 
lying are twin brothers. They demonstrate they are truly a seed of the serpent by their lies and 
murder, “Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do. He was a murderer from the 
beginning, and abode not in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his 
own: for he is a liar, and the father of it” (John 8:44).  

They slandered Stephen by falsely claiming, “We have heard him speak blasphemous words 
against Moses, and against God.” Likely, Stephen had been preaching that Jesus Christ was superior 
to Moses, the temple, and the whole sacrificial system. This would have particularly hurt their 
pride as the self-appointed leaders of Judaism.     
 

 
 

 
When we face opposition for doing right, we should remember that we are not the primary focus 
of the anger of the ungodly. Although anger and hatred may be projected on others, invariably 
the hateful person is at odds with God. But because they can’t hurt God, they attack those who 
represent the Lord here on earth, the ones whom Christ lives in.  
 

And all that sat in the council, looking stedfastly on him, saw his face as it had been the face of an angel. (v15) 
 
God bears remarkable witness to His choice servant (cf. Exod. 34:29) in the midst of this great 
trial of faith. This was a testimony to all those observing but also must have been a source of 
great encouragement to the faithful Stephen. As Stephen grew near to heaven, his face began to 
glow with the glory of the celestial land.  

You will discover the same. The church will fail you – it consists of imperfect people, 
your spouse will fail you, your co-workers will fail you. If you are looking from perfection in man 
you will be disappointed. But there is a Person here who will never fail you.  



For 24 June 2018                                                                               Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 8 

The Lord has promised never to leave us nor forsake us. That is true whether we feel it 
or not. One of the greatest promises in all of Scripture is: “Let your conversation be without 
covetousness; and be content with such things as ye have: for He hath said, I will never leave thee, nor forsake 
thee” (Heb. 13:5). In the original Greek, there are five negatives to emphasise that the Lord will 
not forsake us. In Greek grammar when more negatives are piled up it is to convey a more 
intensified meaning. So, a literal rendering could be, “For He hath said, I will never, never leave 
thee; I will never, never, never forsake thee.” God wants to make it crystal clear that this is an 
eternal promise to all of His children. The hymn writer, John Rippon picking up this theme, puts 
it in beautiful language,  

 
The soul that on Jesus doth lean for repose,  

I will not, I will not, desert to his foes;  
That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,  

I’ll never, no never, no never forsake. 
 
Times may be hard when you pass through the deep waters and the fiery trials but God is never 
hard to His children. Many will forsake you but the Lord Jesus will never forsake you. 
Remember, when God is all you have, you will discover that God is all you need. We can be at 
peace today. The saint whom God saves, He keeps, and He sustains. The Lord cannot and will 
not forsake His own. The certainty of this rests not in ourselves but on the character of God. In 
Him there is help for lonely people.  

The storms of our life only prove the strength of our Anchor. Fear should leave us when 
we remember that God is always with us. Countless saints have proven this throughout the ages, 
and so can you today when you look by faith on this firm foundation of God’s promises.  
 
 

 
 


