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Book of Acts

Session 6: The Ministry of the Deacons (Chapters 6-8)

I.
The Church Continued to Grow:

The Holy Spirit highlights the continual growth of the Church again and again in acts.  It was prominent part of the First Century Church; the underlying theme for this session is that the Church of all of history has been given the same charge as we see the Early Church had; the responsibility to manage and sustain church growth. 

“In those days when the number of disciples was increasing (Ac. 6:1)”
A. Problems Arise When Number Increase:

A systemic problem to numeric growth is the very real accompanying factor of problems.  Some of the issues that arise from growth are predictable and others sprout up along the way; one thing that is universal in either case is that problems left unaddressed will grow and can even become the downfall of a ministry.  
B. The Apostolic Solution:
The apostles faced many such growing pains as the Church under their care exploded numerically overnight and they had a variety of responses to answer the issues they were confronted with.  One significant part of the solution was to appoint men who had already shown great investment into the Church to places of servant-hearted leadership.  They called these leaders deacons. 

C. Read the Passage Aloud:
Before we start looking at the specific content in these chapters lets read through this passage first so we can familiar ourselves with where are at in the storyline.  Once the passage is fresh in our minds we can tie together the details more easily. 

II.
The Need for Servant Leaders:
The Church had recently grown from approximate 120 people to now somewhere over 10,000 people.  Because of the overnight explosion of the Church there were many holes in the administration of church duties.  It was time for a reorganization in Church structure, specifically that emphasized and enlisted servants into places of leadership.
A. Neglecting the Grecian Widows:

One such oversight came to the forefront of the apostles attention when the non Hebrew speaking widows weren’t included in the food lines.  This issue represents a far larger scope of problems that the rapid growth was responsible for.

“the Hellenistic Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food (Ac. 6:1).”

B. Protecting the Apostolic Commission:

The apostles felt the tug to more responsibility from every direction.  They knew however that they would be of no use to the people if they didn’t have a real prayer life and if they were hindered from preaching the Word of God.  

“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…We…will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word (Ac. 6:2-4).”

C. Appointing Additional Leaders:

The young leaders had the wisdom to know how to respond to these concerns without further stretching them and taking them from what should be their primary responsibility.  The delegated responsibility and appointed a new team of leaders underneath them.

“So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said…“Brothers and sisters, 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…This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose (and) …presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them (Ac. 6:2-6).”

III.
Stephen’s Ministry:
Stephen, one of the seven, was selected as one of the men known for being full of the Holy Spirit.  This was proven evident as he went on to do great exploits and serve Jesus with his life.

“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 (Ac. 6:5).”

A. Signs and Wonders:

Again the scripture highlights Stephen’s connection to the Holy Spirit pointing out that the grace of God rested on him with such power that he was able to do outstanding miracles of many sorts.

“Now Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, performed great wonders and signs among the people (Ac. 6:8).”

B. Arrested:

Not long into his miracle working ministry he was arrested and forced to appear before the Sanhedrin.  
“So they stirred up the people and the elders and the teachers of the law. They seized Stephen and brought him before the Sanhedrin (Ac. 6:12).”
C. The Countenance of God: 

Here again we see the Holy Spirit’s presence in Stephen’ life; while before the council these lost men were able to see a visible manifestation of the Spirit in his countenance. 

“All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel (Ac. 6:15).”

D. Proving the Christ from the Scriptures:

Stephen goes all the way back to Abraham and begins to tell the story about how the people of Israel have been promised a Savior.  Moses spoke about this man, and now Stephen declares that this group to whom the promise was made and to whom claim Moses as their teacher have murdered the one Moses said was coming to save them.

“Moses who told the Israelites, ‘God will send you a prophet like me from your own people…You stiff-necked people…You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!  Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him (Ac. 7:37, 51-52)”
E. The First Martyr of the New Covenant: 

They became infuriated by this and began very childishly to cover their ears and block out the sound of his voice, screaming at the top of their voices to drown him out.  This is a very unusual way to deal with the words of one man, it speaks to their conviction, their irrational thinking and their mob like response to truth.

“At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him (Ac. 7:57-58).”
IV.
Introduction of Saul: 
The most well known author in the New Testament at first did not know Christ as Lord just as could be said of every mightily used man or woman of God from the that time until now.  Paul, however, known as Saul at that time, was a pious Pharisee filled with jealousy and hatred in as much as he was zeal for the Law of Moses.  
A. At Stephen’s Death:
We see Paul introduced at a very fitting time in the Book of Acts, the stoning of Stephen and the Church’s first martyr. 

“dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul (Ac. 7:58).”
B. Saul Gives His Approval:

Here we see him in his religious pomp being the leader who stood by giving a measure of oversight to Stephen’s murder.  

“And Saul was there, giving approval to his death (Ac. 8:1).”
C. Saul Begins to Hunt Down Christians:
This would be the beginning of a violent trial for the saints as Saul sets himself to destroy the Church and hunt down those who called on the name of Jesus.
“Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he dragged off both men and women and put them in prison (Ac. 8:3).”
V.
Persecution Fuels the Church:
In this moment we see a drastic shift in the Church as persecution breaks out against the Church.  While this transition would prove to be equally as powerful as the season of favor descried in the first several chapters of Acts, many unexpected and painful changes took place.

“On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem (Ac. 8:1)”
A. The Believers are Scattered: 

One of the greatest things ever to happen to the Church came through a most unexpected turn of events.  The persecution caused the believers to disperse to all the surrounding territories.

“and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria (Ac. 8:1).”
B. The Message Goes Out Everywhere: 

The unintended blessing of this was that now the gospel was no longer constrained to Jerusalem, but the message about Jesus went out everywhere that the believers were scattered to.  

“Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went (Ac. 8:4).”

C. Jesus is Preached All Along the West Coast of Israel: 

The message made it all the way to the west Israel and as the message went out people believed on the Lord in every city.  This meant the establishment of new churches that had accidently been planted by the would be missionaries.

“Philip, however, appeared at Azotus and traveled about, preaching the gospel in all the towns until he reached Caesarea (Ac. 8:40).”

VI.
Phillip’s Ministry:
Phillip was another member of the seven; and like Stephen he had the grace of the Holy Spirit in his life in a profound way.  While Phillip would not be martyred he too had a powerful evangelist ministry marked with signs and wonders.
A. Signs and Wonders:

Philip was anointed to cast our demons and heal the lame.  This obviously drew lots of attention from the power hungry people in the region.

“When the crowds heard Philip and saw the signs he performed, they all paid close attention to what he said. For with shrieks, impure spirits came out of many, and many who were paralyzed or lame were healed.  So there was great joy in that city (Ac. 8:6-8).”

B. Converts Simon the Sorcerer:

Before Philip arrived there had already been a man of power in that city; a sorcerer named Simon.  After seeing and hearing Philip this man gave his life to Jesus.

“a man named Simon had practiced sorcery in the city and amazed all the people of Samaria…But when they believed Philip as he proclaimed the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women.  Simon himself believed and was baptized (Ac. 8:9-13).”

C. The Apostles Come Inspect the Work:

One of the unexpected that now came to the attention of the apostles was that wherever the gospel went and people began to receive the Lord the apostles now had to responsibility of inspecting what was going on in order to strengthen it and fill in the theological gaps.  In Samaria, they arrived and found out that while Philip had preached the gospel the believers had not been baptized in the Holy Spirit. 

“When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to Samaria.  When they arrived, they prayed for the new believers there that they might receive the Holy Spirit (Ac. 8:14-15).”

D. He Gets Direction from an Angel: 

Probably on several occasions the Lord had directed Philip on where to go in his journeys, this time however it was an angel who came to him and gave him exact directions of where he was to minister.  

“Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza (Ac. 8:26).”

E. The Ethiopian Eunuch:

The Queen of Ethiopia had sent out her official in charge of the national treasury and the angel of the Lord had directed Philip right to him in order to bring him to Christ.  This also meant that now a high ranking member of the Ethiopian government was a believer in Jesus.

“So he started out, and on his way he met an Ethiopian eunuch, an important official in charge of all the treasury of the Kandake (which means “queen of the Ethiopians”)…Philip…told him the good news about Jesus…and Philip baptized him (Ac. 8:27-38).”

F. Phillip was Teleported 20 Miles Away:

It was right in the middle of baptizing the Ethiopian that we see one of the wildest miracles that we have recorded in the Bible; Philip disappears out of thin air and gets transported to a location 20 miles away so that he can continue to preach the gospel.

“When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord suddenly took Philip away, and the eunuch did not see him again, but went on his way rejoicing.  Philip, however, appeared at Azotus (Ac. 8:39-40).”
VII.
Discussion Questions:

A. Where there any new characters introduced?  If so who and who were they?

B. What unusual activity of the Holy Spirit did we see in these chapters?

C. What new Church initiatives were begun or introduced in these chapters?

D. What seemed to be the Lord’s response to the persecution? 

E. In what ways was the Holy Spirit speaking to and through the believers?
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