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INTRO 

Luke gives us two stories in Acts 6.  

The first story tells of the church finding unity in diversity in a way that bears 

witness to Jesus and propels the gospel of Jesus to the end of the earth.  

The second tells of the Jewish leadership doing the exact opposite. They have 

reason and opportunity to be united with Jesus’ people, yet their refusal of Jesus 

leads to division that brings oppression. 

The difference is rightly understanding and responding to who Jesus is. We’ll 

unpack that more as we go, but let’s jump in. 

UNITY > DIVISION 

READ ACTS 6.1 

1 Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint by 

the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being 

neglected in the daily distribution.  

“In these days when the disciples were increasing in number” (v. 1). Consider 

everything that has come against the church. They have been opposed by the Jewish 

leadership at every turn. They have been threatened and imprisoned and beaten. And 

the disciples are still increasing! We said previously that this was a major theme in the 

book of Acts. God has and God will accomplish his purpose. There is nothing than 

can halt the plan of God to grow the church of Jesus to the end of the earth! 

THE PROBLEM 

But growth is hard. Emily and I are experiencing this every day as our kids grow 

up. How we treat them and what food we give them and what we expect of them 
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changes. We don’t treat our kids now the way we did two years ago. Our job is the 

same, but we have to adapt and retool as they grow. If we were treat our kids the 

same now as we did when they were newborns, we would be failing our kids. We 

would actually be stunting the growth the Lord intends to gives. 

The same is true in the church. As the church grows, the task of loving God and 

loving neighbor remains the same, but the way that looks changes.  

So here in Acts 6, the Lord has grown the church, and the church is forced to 

rethink what is required to be obedient to Jesus in the midst of changing 

circumstances.  

And this is really hard because in the midst of changing circumstances, it is 

easy to slip into patterns of thought and patterns of behavior with which we are 

comfortable. And as Luke’s narrative has taught us so far, what we are familiar 

with and comfortable with is promoting and preserving ourselves and our 

interest. 

So things are ripe for problems to arise within the growing church. And here, 

Luke tells us that the Hebrew believers are neglecting the Hellenist widows in 

the daily distribution of food. Apparently, there was a system in place to care 

for the widows in the church, but that system favored one group of people. 

It may be easy to scoff at this at first glance like, “Come on, Hebrews!” But 

consider the dynamics at play here. 

There is the barrier of language. The Hebrews spoke Aramaic and the 

Hellenists, Greek.  

There is the barrier of culture. The Hebrews lived in and around 

Jerusalem their whole lives. Their culture is thoroughly rooted and 

grounded in Israel. The Hellenist are Jewish converts from the Diaspora, 

so they have lived all over the Mediterranean world. 
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So there are seemingly legitimate barriers between these two. The door 

is wide open for tribalism. The door is wide open for those one this side 

to say “Y’all stay over there and take care of your own problems. They 

aren’t ours.” 

We have seen this sort of tribalism in Luke’s narrative already within 

the Jewish leadership. Their self-interest actually serves to bars the 

work of God, and they end up rejecting Jesus because he poses a 

threat to their self-interest.  

But even in the church, as we saw this last week in the story of 

Ananias and Sapphira, there is a temptation toward promoting and 

preserving ourselves. 

So the church isn’t immune from tribalism. Last November, a 

staggering 81% of white evangelical voters voted for Trump. Because 

he seems to promise to protect the interests of white, “Christian” 

America. 

Sidebar: Jesus never promises to protect your self-interest. He will 

always oppose your self-interest. So the only option is to see 

Jesus’ opposing your self-interest as a threat or as the offer of 

something better. 

TRANSITION 

So what is going to happen? Will the church give way to the type of self-

preservation and self-promotion that rejects Jesus? Or will they follow the way of 

Jesus and give away for the good of others? 

READ ACTS 6.2-6 

2 And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is not 

right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve 

tables. 3 Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good 
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repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. 4 But we 

will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 5 And what they 

said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith 

and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and 

Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 6 These they set before the 

apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them. 

THE SOLUTION 

Facing the problem seemingly legitimate barriers that open the door for division 

and tribalism, the solution the apostles come up with is one that affirms the 

necessity of the church finding unity in diversity. 

We’ll unpack this more in a minute, but by diversity, I mean more than different 

skin color. I mean it in the most broad sense—a diversity of culture, ethnicity, 

age, and gender. 

We’ll also see that unity in diversity is only possible as we do not hoard power and 

responsibility for ourselves but we give it away to others who can carry the gospel 

further than we can. 

So how do the apostles find unity in diversity?  

Before we can really answer that question, I think it’s necessary that we clear 

something up. It can seem like the apostles take a posture of arrogance. It’s 

easy to read the text and think the apostles are saying that serving tables are 

beneath them, that they have more important things to do. But that goes 

against everything Jesus has taught them, and given that the solution the 

apostles propose “pleased the whole gathering” (v. 5), it doesn’t make sense to 

think the apostles have created a division of hierarchy or that they think more 

highly of themselves than these Greek-speaking believers. So if we lay aside 
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that reading and understanding, I think what the inspired Luke offers here is 

extremely profound and important for our life together as SMVC. 

Luke presents a complex but beautiful picture of diversity in the church.  

Let’s start with a word picture. Diversity in the church isn’t simply putting a 

bunch of different legos in the same box. That’s diversity without unity. Nor is 

diversity organizing these legos according their color and their size. That’s unity 

without diversity. Unity in diversity is building something with all the legos.  

Given the circumstances here in Acts 6, it have been be easy for the apostles to 

say, “Ok, Greek-speaking Christians over here, and y’all handle your business 

over here, and Aramaic-speaking Christians, y’all do the same over here.” Even 

now, it’s easy churches to opt for a sort of Christian-reasoned separate-but-

equal and call it diversity. The prophetic voice of MLK, Jr. “Most segregated 

hour is 11:00 on Sunday morning.” That’s a bunch of legos organized by their 

color and their size. That’s the church separate. We may all be the church, but 

we aren’t the church together. That’s unity apart from diversity. And that’s not 

the picture of the church here in Acts 6. God wants to build his church using all 

of the legos together. He wants his church to be a unified diversity for at least 

four reasons. The first two reasons I’m drawing out from themes in the biblical 

story. Last two are drawn from the text here. But all of these reasons belong 

together and are important if we are to understand why the church must 

pursue unity in diversity. 

First, unity in diversity reflects God to our neighbors. Unity in diversity 

mimics the very life of God who is a diverse community of Father, Son and 

Spirit but who are bound together in a perfect, unbroken, eternal unity of 

love so that they are Three in One. Diversity in unity. So it makes since that if 

we are to bear witness to the Jesus who makes God known to us, that our 

life together must be unity in diversity.  
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In all of our differences, there is a profound witness to Jesus in our being 

together. So may we continue to cultivate this unity among ourselves 

that our presence together in the presence of neighbors would be a 

portal into which they can look and glimpse the life and  kingdom of 

God. 

Second, God created us a unity in diversity. Listen to what the Word says 

when God created the first man and woman in Genesis 1.27: 

“So God created man in his own image, 

    in the image of God he created him; 

    male and female he created them.” 

God created one man (or mankind) in his own image, but he created 

one mankind a diversity of male and female. This makes sense, doesn’t 

it? If God is a unity in diversity, and if he creates us in his image, then we 

too are a unity in diversity. 

So our differences aren’t something to be covered up or ignored. We 

don’t need to grayscale everyone’s skin color or make everyone 

gender neutral. Our diversity isn’t an obstacle to unity. It is how God 

created us as a reflection of his own being a unity in diversity. 

Third, unity in diversity holds the ministry of the word and ministry of deed 

together. The apostles don’t discount the ministry of caring for the widow. 

How could they? Jesus taught them in his life how central care for the 

marginalized and outcast is to the mission of the kingdom! They 

understand that the Spirit has given the church different gifts and different 

callings that operate in unity with the aim of loving God and loving 

neighbor.  

And they understand they are just 12 dudes. They can’t do everything. The 

apostles have been called to the ministry of the Word, and if the church is 
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going to be faithful to care for these widows, the apostles must empower 

others to do what they can’t. The response of the apostles here is their 

recognizing that if the gospel is going to go to the end of the earth and 

cross language and cultural barriers, there is need for diverse gifts and for 

the whole body to operate together. This is exactly what Jesus did. He 

turned the keys over to the 12, and here they are turning the keys over to 

others. 

If we are going to hold the ministry of the word and the ministry of deed 

together, we must take seriously stewarding the gifts and callings the 

Lord has given to us individually and using them for the good of the 

church. We have each been given a lane to run in, and we cannot be the 

church Jesus calls us to be if all of us are not running hard in our lanes. 

The reality is we all have our limits, and we need one another. 

Fourth, unity in diversity propels the gospel to the end of the earth. We have 

already alluded to this, but being unified by a shared supreme passion for 

Jesus, the apostles give the keys of ministry to others who can carry the 

gospel further than they can.  

If we are all running in the lanes of our calling and passion and gifts the 

Lord has given us, failure to trust others to do the work of the ministry is 

most likely the expression of an arrogance that trusts in ourselves more 

than the Spirit. If we are all stewarding well that which the Lord has given 

to us for the good of the church and for the blessing of our neighbors, 

we have no reason not to follow the lead of the apostles here in Acts 6 to 

entrust and empower those around us who can carry the banner of the 

gospel further than we can. 

THE RESULT 
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As a result of the apostles advocating for unity in diversity, the life of the church 

turns outward as an offering of blessing just like Jesus’, and the church grows. 

READ ACTS 6.7 

7 And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples 

multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient 

to the faith. 

A great number of priests believe! These are among the same priests who have 

opposed Jesus and his church seemingly at every turn! Enemies of the church 

entering the fellowship of the church! 

But consider that this is only made possible by the Spirit-given boldness to 

proclaim Jesus in places of opposition. What brave and bold souls among the 

early church counted the cost of entering places of opposition and said, “For 

the glory of Jesus, this is worth it”? What brave and bold souls were so 

unconcerned with their comfort and their name that they were willing to 

proclaim Life in places of death? And will we be so bold and brave for Jesus 

with them? 

And consider what a powerful witness the unity in diversity across languages 

and across cultures must have been for even the priests to behold the life of 

the church and see the power of God.  

But as this story teaches us, this sort of unity in diversity is not necessarily the 

default mode of the church. We are prone to the tribalism of separate-but-

equal, and if we are to bear witness to Jesus together, we must actively work 

for and intentionally pursue unity in diversity. 

Unity and diversity belong together. Not as separate things. But together. Unity 

without diversity bears witness to a Jesus whose kingship is just for a certain type 

of people. Diversity without unity will bear witness to a Jesus whose kingship can’t 
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overcome the barriers of differences. But we proclaim and bear witness to—in 

word and deed—Jesus whose kingship unites all people to himself. 

TRANSITION 

But as we have come to expect, bearing witness to THIS Jesus in word and deed 

attracts opposition. 

DIVISION > UNITY 

In contrast to the church finding unity in diversity, the second half of Acts 6 is the story 

of Jewish leadership creating division where unity should (or at least could) reign. The 

Jewish leadership, who claim to know God and possess his promises and keep his 

law, miss God, and in fact reject him, when He shows up in the incarnation, so it isn’t 

any surprise that they reject this Jesus-follower, Stephen. 

READ ACTS 6.8-15 

8 And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs 

among the people. 9 Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue of the 

Freedmen (as it was called), and of the Cyrenians, and of the Alexandrians, and of 

those from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and disputed with Stephen. 10 But they could 

not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he was speaking. 11 Then they 

secretly instigated men who said, “We have heard him speak blasphemous words 

against Moses and God.” 12 And they stirred up the people and the elders and the 

scribes, and they came upon him and seized him and brought him before the 

council, 13 and they set up false witnesses who said, “This man never ceases to 

speak words against this holy place and the law, 14 for we have heard him say that 

this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and will change the customs that 

Moses delivered to us.” 15 And gazing at him, all who sat in the council saw that his 

face was like the face of an angel. 
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One of the overarching themes of the book of Acts is that the story of Jesus is the 

story of the church. The story of Jesus is on repeat in the church. If you want to know 

what the story of the church is, look at the story of Jesus. This makes since because 

Luke presents discipleship as following Jesus, of taking his story on as our own. Here, 

we see the story of Jesus taken up in the story of Stephen. 

Like Jesus, Stephen possesses a wisdom that cannot be spoken against. 

In Luke 20, the Sadducees asking Jesus about marriage and the resurrection, 

and after Jesus corrects their false assumptions about God that led to their 

question, Luke tells us they fall silent and “they no longer dared to ask him any 

question.” Here, those who would approach and disagree with Stephen “could 

not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with which he was speaking.”  

This is evidence that the same Spirit who animated and empowered Jesus is 

now in the church! What boldness would we have if we knew that the 

wisdom of the Spirit inside us could not be silenced or spoken against?! 

Like there was against Jesus, there is a secret plot against Stephen to trap him. 

Also in Luke 20, the scribes and the chief priests “sent spies [to Jesus], who 

pretended to be sincere, they they might catch [Jesus] in something he said, so 

as to deliver him up.” Here in Acts 6, there are some who “secretly instigated 

men” to lie about Stephen. This leads to the next way the story of Stephen is 

the story of Jesus.  

False accusations are brought against Stephen as they were against Jesus. 

In Luke 23, the Jewish elders bring Jesus before Pilate and falsely accuse him 

saying, “We found this man misleading our nation and forbidding us to pay 

tribute to Caesar.” If you remember that story, Jesus said nothing of the sort. In 

fact, he said that you should render to Caesar the taxes for which he asks, but 

more importantly, you should render to God what is God—and that is 

everything. Here in Acts 6, accusations are brought against Stephen in verse 14 
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that he is speaking against the law and the temple and that he is rejecting 

Moses: “we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this 

place and will change the customs that Moses delivered to us.”  

So the story of Jesus is the story of the church. If you want to know what the 

trajectory our life as the church will look like, look at the life of Jesus. There is 

no such thing as being the church without taking on and living out of the story 

of Jesus.  

It’s worth pointing out the role Moses has to play in all of this. At the end of Acts 6, 

Luke ties Moses and Jesus and Stephen together to make the point that they all 

belong to the one story God and Jesus is the One who stands in the center of it 

all. Even in Luke’s storytelling he is making the point that Jesus’ people are a unity 

in diversity! Luke concludes this story and tells us in verse 15 that Stephen’s face 

was like an angel. Maybe seems strange at first. But as Luke so often does, he tells 

this story in a way that calls to mind previous stories. We’ve heard this before. 

Remember that Moses’s face was radiant coming down from the presence of the 

Lord on Mount Sinai in Exodus 34. Remember that Jesus’ face was radiant in his 

own glory on the Mount of Transfiguration in Luke 9. And now, Luke tells us, 

Stephen’s face is radiant with the glory of God. What Moses anticipated and what 

Stephen proclaims is all the one story of God to reveal himself and to reconcile us 

to himself in Jesus. 

We’ve said this before, but on paper the Jewish leaders have every reason 

and opportunity to have unity with Jesus and his people being those who 

claim to know God and possess his promises and keep his law. And yet 

there is fierce, aggressive division. They claim to listen to Moses, and yet 

they miss the fact that Moses spoke of Jesus! This is Jesus’ whole point in 

Luke 24 when he unpacks all the Jewish Scriptures beginning with Moses 

and demonstrates how they all speak of him! Jesus does not contradict 
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Moses. Jesus does not overturn Moses. He fulfills Moses! He does not 

change the customer of Moses. He completes them! Moses had even told 

Israel to listen to the greater one to come in Deuteronomy 18: “The Lord 

your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your 

fellow Israelites. You must listen to him.” God himself in Luke 9 on the 

Mount of Transfiguration with Moses and Elijah there says, “This is my 

beloved Son. Listen to him.” Do you see the connection? Peter and John 

who are with Jesus on the mount in Luke 9 don’t at first because they want 

to make a tabernacle for Moses and Elijah. But after the Lord speaks from 

heaven, Moses and Elijah disappear to make the point that it isn’t Moses or 

Elijah who have come to tabernacle among us. It is Jesus! And He is not 

simply a prophet like Moses or Elijah, He is the Son and Word of God that 

has tabernacled among us that we might see his glory which is the very 

glory of God. 

So it shouldn’t be a surprise to us that those who rejected Jesus as a 

blasphemer would reject Stephen who boldly proclaims the truth and 

the life of “this Jesus of Nazareth.”  

KEY DIFFERENCE 

So it should be clear that the difference between the church finding unity in diversity 

and the Jewish leadership is how they answer the question Who is Jesus?  

If Jesus is a false prophet who misrepresents God, or if he is simply another good 

teacher, or if he is simply an advocate for loving others,  there is no reason to 

pursue unity in diversity.  

Not only do we not have reason, we don’t have means to pursue unity in 

diversity! If apart from Jesus we are still in our self-promoting, self-preserving 

sin, it is simply not possible to have unity with one another. The only option we 
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are left with is tribalism that protects our own interest in the crowd of people 

like us.  

But if Jesus truly is the One who reveals God to us, if he is truly the One who has 

reconciled us to God, if he is truly God incarnate who became like us in order to 

save us, then we have both the means and the reason to have unity in diversity. 

And it is the unified diversity of the church that will proclaim to our neighbors that 

Jesus’ kingship extends over all people. Though some will still reject his kingship, 

it is my prayer, and I trust it is yours as well, that our life of unity in diversity will woo 

our neighbors to King Jesus and life in his kingdom. 

THE TABLE 

What better way to express our unity in diversity that our coming to a the Lord’s table 

together? We come different and diverse and yet find unity in Jesus. So if you identify 

with Jesus, if his story is your story, if his death is the atonement of your sin and if his 

life is your righteousness, then come and eat as an act of your belonging to Jesus and 

to Jesus’ people.
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