
“Now at this time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the part 
of the Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews, because their widows were being 
overlooked in the daily serving of food.  So the twelve summoned the congregation of the 
disciples and said, "It is not desirable for us to neglect the word of God in order to serve tables. 
Therefore, brethren, select from among you seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and 
of wisdom, whom we may put in charge of this task. But we will devote ourselves to prayer and 
to the ministry of the word."  The statement found approval with the whole congregation; and 
they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, 
Timon, Parmenas and Nicolas, a proselyte from Antioch.  And these they brought before the 
apostles; and after praying, they laid their hands on them.  The word of God kept on spreading; 
and the number of the disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of 
the priests were becoming obedient to the faith.”  Acts 6:1-7 
 

“Now at this time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the part 
of the Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews because their widows were being overlooked 
in the daily serving of food.” (Acts 6:1) 

 

The growth of the church causes yet another conflict and this time it is an internal problem.  
From the beginning of the church, the first Christians shared their resources with one another, 
bringing their money and goods to the apostles to distribute to those in need.  However, as the 
number of the disciples of Jesus increases, the administration of that distribution of food and 
other resources is becoming a nightmare for the apostles and is increasingly pulling them away 
from Jesus’ call to preach the gospel and to be His witnesses.  The tipping point comes when a 
number of people begin complaining that the Hellenistic Jewish widows are not getting their 
share of the food.  Here’s what I want you to see. The problem here is an organizational 
problem but it reveals the divisions which were already present in the early church; the natural 
division between native Israelites and those Jews who had grown up in other parts of the 
world; and it is the most vulnerable individuals who are most affected.  It is an organizational 
problem but people are quick to blame it on the prejudice of the native Hebrews against the 
Hellenistic Jews.  So we’ve really got two problems here. The church has grown beyond its 
current structure and systems and needs to be reorganized to keep it healthy and growing; and 
the pressures this lack of organization creates has revealed some deep divisions between the 
believers.  Even though, God is blessing His church; actually because He is blessing His church, 
the church has yet another problem to solve. 

Now before we look at how the apostles solve this problem, a little historical background might 
be helpful.  The native Hebrews were Jews born and raised in Israel.  They spoke Aramaic, read 
the Scriptures in the original Hebrew and worshiped regularly in the Temple.  All of Jesus’ 
original disciples were native Hebrews and Galileans from Northern Israel.  The Hellenists, on 



the other hand, were Greek-speaking Jews, and had grown up outside of Israel.  They were part 
of the migration of Jewish families to other nations of the ancient world.  Even though they 
spoke Greek as the universal trade language, they most likely spoke the dialect of the city or 
region where they lived.  That’s why on the day of Pentecost, Acts 2:5-11 tells us that when the 
Holy Spirit came into the first Christians, “Now there were Jews living in Jerusalem, devout men 
from every nation under heaven. And when this sound occurred, the crowd came together, and 
were bewildered because each one of them was hearing them speak in his own language. They 
were amazed and astonished, saying, "Why, are not all these who are speaking Galileans?  And 
how is it that we each hear them in our own language to which we were born? Parthians and 
Medes and Elamites, and residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 
Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya around Cyrene, and visitors from Rome, 
both Jews and proselytes, Cretans and Arabs--we hear them in our own tongues speaking of the 
mighty deeds of God." Jerusalem was filled with Hellenistic Jews.  Some has moved there 
permanently like Jews from all over the world still move to Israel today.  Many were retirees 
who wanted to spend their last days in the Holy Land and be there just in case the Messiah 
would show up before they died.  And many were there temporarily, attending the feast of 
Pentecost.   The Hellenists had their own synagogues in Jerusalem where their native tongue 
was spoken.  The Jewish Talmud tells us that there were 480 synagogues in Jerusalem at this 
time.  Next week as we look at the story of Stephen, we’ll see the Synagogue of the Freedmen 
which was attended by Cyrenians, Alexandians, and Jews from Cilicia and Turkey.  The 
Hellenists didn’t read the Scriptures in Hebrew but in the Greek translation of the Old 
Testament called the Septuagint.  So Jerusalem at this time was a melting pot of different 
cultures and different languages and the early church mirrored that diversity. 
However, at this point the leadership of the church is purely native Hebrews because all of the 
apostles are Galileans.  Their teaching was in Greek so that everyone in the church could 
understand them but they still spoke to one another in Aramaic – which could tend to make the 
Hellenistic believers feel like outsiders and not really on the same level as the native Hebrews.  
Plus, much of the money that has been contributed to the church most likely has come from 
the Hellenist believers, since they tended to be better educated and wealthier than the native 
Hebrews; yet it was the native Hebrews who controlled those funds.  You can see the potential 
for conflict is great in this situation; even if everybody is walking in the Spirit and trusting God 
because of the ethnic makeup of the early church and the way it is currently organized.  And in 
my experience, many of the conflicts in the church are not a result of people simply being jerks; 
but are cultural and organizational. (Illus) 
 
The spark that lights the fuse of this conflict between the natives and the immigrants is the care 
of widows. Normally in that culture, a widow was cared for by her extended family; but because 
many of the Hellenists were retirees who had left their families to retire in Jerusalem, or whose 
families abandoned them when they became Christians, there were many Hellenistic widows in 
the church who needed to be provided for.  Because of the number of elderly Hellenistic Jews 
who had immigrated to Jerusalem, the number of Hellenistic widows needing financial help was 
probably a problem before the church was born; but now in this new Spirit-filled community 
where there is no needy person, the Hellenistic Christians expect that their widows will be 
cared for just like everyone else.  And for whatever reason, they’re not; and the Hellenists 



assume that it is because they’re not insiders; not native Hebrews like the apostles – and the 
apostles were probably the last to hear about it.  The complaining which probably began in the 
Hellenist synagogues and home churches but finally came to ears of the apostles who realize 
they have a severe problem on their hands.  The church is already threatening to split along 
ethnic lines which would be a disaster because it is the authoritative teaching of the apostles 
which unites it.  How the apostles handle this cultural and organizational problem will be critical 
to the progress of the gospel.  The church has a problem because the apostles are trying to do 
too much and the size of the job has gotten away from them.  This is essentially an 
organizational problem, yet it reveals deeper problems underneath – which is usually the case 
with organizational problems. 
 
When we started Creekside, I had no idea about how critical organization and culture would be 
to the health and growth of our church.  I naively thought that if we just preached the Word 
and got people into small groups, everything would work out great.  What I have discovered is 
that a church cannot grow beyond its organization and structure and that cultural issues and 
misunderstandings can’t be ignored by thinking, “They just need to trust God and get over it.  
Everybody here is trying to do the right thing.”  Organizational problems in the church are not 
lesser issues or distractions from the more important spiritual concerns because those 
problems impact people and their real needs.  Growth always causes problems to be solved and 
the degree of seriousness and diligence we apply to solving these problems reflects our true 
walk with Christ and heart for His people.  Acts 6 has been and will continue to be very helpful 
to Creekside as we navigate many of the same issues the early church faced.  Here are three 
important lessons we can learn from the way the apostles solved this problem which apply 
directly to our lives, both individually and corporately as the body of Christ. In solving this 
problem, the apostles (1) work together, (2) remember their priorities, and (3) give those most 
affected the power to solve the problem.  I want to look at how these lessons are helpful not 
only in solving the problems we face as a congregation but also for solving the problems we 
face as individuals. 
 

“And the Twelve summoned the congregation of the disciples and said, ‘It is not desirable for us 
to neglect the word of God in order to serve tables. But select from among you, brethren, seven 
men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom; whom we may put in charge of this 
task.  But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the Word.” (Acts 6:2-4) 

The first thing I notice about the way the twelve apostles deal with this problem is that they 
work together.  It is the Twelve who summon the entire congregation to deal with this issue.  
They don’t ignore the problem. They don’t dismiss the problem because it doesn’t affect them 
directly or because they can’t see the problem through Hellenistic eyes.  The apostles honestly 
face the problem and they face it together.  Peter doesn’t take it upon himself to come up with 
a solution.  All 12 of the apostles decide what to do.  This is a great picture of team leadership.  
I’m a problem-solver by nature and for much of the time I’ve spent as a pastor, I thought 
solving every problem was my responsibility.  However, I’ve discovered that we are always 



smarter together than we are by ourselves; and that when I see myself as the problem 
identifier rather than the problem solver, Creekside does a whole lot better because involving 
other people in the solution always produces better solutions than anything I come up with by 
myself.  Solomon writes in Proverbs 15:22, “Without consultation, plans are frustrated, but with 
many counselors they succeed.”  .I’ve stopped making decisions about Creekside on my own. 
We’re the body of Christ and these are not my problems but our problems!  This fall, we’ve 
seen a significant increase in the number of people attending on Sundays and the volunteers 
who buy, prepare and serve food between services have felt it particularly.  We’ve run out of 
food, the cost of feeding more people is becoming prohibitive for the small groups who 
volunteer to do hospitality.  Growth has caused a problem.  I don’t know what to do so I sent an 
email to our small groups and asked them for suggestions; and got a bunch of great solutions 
back.  We’re still working on the solution but I am convinced that one of the great benefits of 
problems is that problems force us to work together and depend on one another; which is the 
way Christ designed the church to operate.  By the way, the same is true of our personal 
problems.  Ever try to solve a problem by yourself and end up with an even worse problem?   
“Without consultation, plans are frustrated, but with many counselors they succeed.”   We are 
surrounded by some really smart people who are happy to help us think through our problems 
– if we’ll only ask.  Nobody is as smart as all of us together.  Depend on your brothers and 
sisters in Christ. 

The second thing I learn from this passage is that in solving this very real problem, the apostles 
refuse to abandon their priorities: the preaching of the gospel.  “And the Twelve summoned the 
congregation of the disciples and said, ‘It is not desirable for us to neglect the word of God in 
order to serve tables. But select from among you, brethren, seven men of good reputation, full 
of the Spirit and of wisdom; whom we may put in charge of this task.  But we will devote 
ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the Word.” (Acts 6:2-4) 

Organizational problems must be solved but never as an end in themselves; their solution must 
serve the accomplishment of the mission Christ has given us.  Yet it is easy for keeping the 
church organized and maintained to become our primary objective and to lose sight of the 
mission Christ has given to us to be His witnesses.  The apostles are faced with a church split 
between the Aramaic speaking Christians and the Greek speaking Christians.  It would have 
been very natural for them to drop everything and devote all their attention to solving this 
problem.  But they were careful to find a solution to the problem which would not distract 
them from their essential mission – preaching and teaching the Scriptures and praying which 
were essential to making disciples of Jesus.  From the beginning of Creekside, we were a church 
of small groups and our small group leaders led the church.  But over time, we discovered that 
our leadership meetings became more and more focused on the business issues of the church 
and less and less on the spiritual needs of our congregation.  We discovered what the apostles 



discovered; that we couldn’t oversee the practical administrative and organizational issues of 
the church and lead the church spiritually at the same time.  Something had to give.  That’s 
when we established the Creekside Council which oversees our business, financial and 
organizational concerns.  Several years later, we also established an elder board which is 
responsible for the spiritual health of the church. We learned from Acts 6 that organizational 
problems will always consume our attention and energy because they are so urgent; to the 
neglect of the mission Christ has given us and our own relationship with Him through His word 
and prayer; unless we organize ourselves around pursuing those priorities.  That’s why the 
apostles say, “We must devote ourselves to the ministry of the word and to prayer.” And 
whatever solution we come up with must honor that primary commitment.  The same thing is 
true for us personally.  The reason we often make poor decisions when we attempt to solve our 
problems is because the decisions we make are not shaped by our priorities.  Should we make 
this purchase?  Is this the right school?  The right job?  The right opportunity?  How will it affect 
my walk with Christ?  Will it take away time and energy from pursuing Him and His mission for 
my life?  If so, no matter how good it looks, it’s the wrong decision.  If you have a problem to 
solve or a decision to make, first make a list of your priorities and values.  What will I not give 
up?  What can I not live without?  What does God want me to do regardless?  That will help you 
to decide which option is God’s will for your life. 

 

 

The third thing I notice about the apostle’s approach to this problem is that they wisely put the 
solution in the congregation’s hands.  They didn’t ignore the problem nor did they defend 
themselves. They don’t even try to solve the problem themselves, but they delegate the 
solution to those affected the most.  “But select from among you, brethren, seven men of good 
reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom; whom we may put in charge of this task.”  Choose 
leaders from among yourselves whom we can put in charge of the distribution of money and 
resources; so that we can devote ourselves to the ministry of the word and to prayer.  Notice a 
couple of things.  First, the apostles tell the congregation to choose leaders from among them 
whom the apostles can put in charge. The apostles don’t choose the leaders; they put that into 
the hands of the congregation.   We’ll look more closely at the men the congregation chooses in 
a moment but one thing grabs your attention immediately.  They all have Greek names.  They 
are all Hellenistic Jews.  Maybe when the apostles called the congregation together, more 
Hellenistic Jews showed up than native Hebrews because they were more aware of the 
problem – or maybe the entire congregation realized that those most affected should be in 
charge of the solution; but because of this solution, the potential split between the Aramaic 
speaking Christians and the Greek speaking Christians was averted.  The Hellenists could see 



that the native Hebrews weren’t holding on to their power but were very willing to share 
leadership in the church.  In fact, the apostles use the problem to develop new leadership for 
the church.  These guys aren’t waiters; they are full - fledged leaders.  In fact, Stephen and 
Philip will be major players in the next couple of chapters as they powerfully preach the gospel 
and perform miracles themselves.  So this problem inspires the multiplication of new 
leadership.  The job of leading the church has become too big for the apostles.  New leaders 
must be developed and this problem is the impetus for that development; because the church 
only grows as the number of competent leaders grows. 

There are some obvious lessons in this passage for us.  

For the church to advance, power must be shared.  Old/young,  Majority/minority, staff/lay. 

I need to be far more diligent and strategic in seeing problems which need to be solved as 
opportunities to develop people rather than as distractions or diversions.  Every problem is an 
opportunity and if I will recognize those opportunities and go to Christ for whom I should put in 
charge of solving them, the church will grow.  My job is essentially human resources; matching 
people to needs in order to present every person complete in Christ.  Service is one of the 
essential components in making disciples and as long as I do for people what they should be 
doing themselves, I am retarding their growth and development.  I need to always be 
challenging people to step up to greater and greater responsibilities; for the good of the church 
and for their good as well. 

Leaders are discovered not made. 

This is the first example of multiplication in the early history of the church. The church grows 
ultimately through the growth of individuals.  The need for leadership in the daily serving of 
food uncovers Stephen whom Luke describes as a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit (the 
only one of the seven men chosen so described – though this is probably insignificant.) Stephen 
is the first non-apostle to perform miracles and to preach the gospel in Jerusalem.  There seem 
to be a couple of lessons here.  First, to grow the church we must focus on training and 
developing individual believers.  This is not mass education.  The church only grows as 
leadership is developed.  Second, our focus must be on the development of the development of 
leaders and their walk with God; teaching them to live a life of faith and under the Spirit’s 
control. 

 

While organization and systems are crucial – as seen from the beginning of this chapter – the 
development of men to lead their families and to lead the church is absolutely foundational to 
the growth and health of the church.  Creekside will never be any stronger than our personal 



walks with Jesus and this is where I must put my efforts; beginning with my own personal walk 
and then helping others as much as I can until the Lord chooses to call me home. 

 

The Result of the Solution 

“And the statement found approval with the whole congregation; and they chose Stephen, a 
man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit…” (Acts 6:5)  “And Stephen, full of grace and power, was 
performing great wonders and signs among the people.” (Acts 6:8) 

 


