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Introduction 
 I’ve been thinking a lot about preaching lately.  Actually, I think a lot about 
preaching a lot.  It’s what I do.  It’s how I’ve connected with God the most in the past and 
it’s been my passion and calling since I was 15.  Preaching enjoys a prominent place in 
the tradition of the church especially the traditions I most readily identify with.1  The 
need for and the pursuit of serious, impassioned, deep, intelligible, and expository 
preaching of God’s Word has been my obsession for many years now. 
 But there are many questions that swirl around this enterprise.  Many Christians 
nowadays are challenging this method, stating that it no longer works, it’s an antiquated 
convention of modernity, it’s too cerebral and one-directional for today’s interactive, 
non-propositional culture.  Some of these emerging criticisms have some validity and 
deserve to be thought through.  Perhaps we’ll have a Round Table discussion in the near 
future addressing the question, “Is preaching passé?” or “What should be at the center of 
the sanctuary: a pulpit or a Eucharistic altar or nothing?” 
 I am most certainly open to new ways to speak God’s Word relevantly – 
embracing mystery and engaging the emotions, but I’m not quite ready to throw out this 
cherished and established fixture in Christian worship, instruction, and witness.  Not only 
does preaching have experiential significance personally and overwhelming historical 
precedent, but it’s biblical.  Throughout the history of Israel and the church, God 
communicates via oral proclamation and that declaration is always content rich and filled 
with truth statements to be believed and acted upon.  Two major ways we see this in 
Scripture is through the prophet and the Rabbi. 
 The primary role of the prophet in the Bible was not predicting the future but 
confronting people with the full force of God’s Word, many times exposing sin and 
bringing God’s righteousness and grace to bear on their lives.  Prophecy is meant to 
produce a terrifying and/or exhilarating encounter with the living God.  Read Jeremiah or 
parts of Jesus’ ministry.  But alongside prophecy in Paul’s lists of spiritual gifts given for 
the church he also puts teaching (cf. 1Cor. 12:28).  Jesus was also a Teacher or a Rabbi 
(cf. Jn. 3:2).  This teaching task is even seen clearly in the OT in that great passage in 
Nehemiah where the people assembled and Ezra and the priests read the Torah from a 
pulpit like structure and the text says they were “making it clear and giving the meaning 
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so that the people could understand what was being read.”  They were teaching the 
inscripturated Word of God. 
 So an elder in the church is charged with the task of preaching the Word, which 
involves elements of prophecy and teaching.  Some sermons like last week’s are more 
prophetic – God’s wants us to be humble; I was given the task of repeating and 
applying Peter’s imperative that we be humble with respect to others and with respect to 
God which meant I had had to go after our pride and name it for what it is, and also 
communicate God’s tender care for us.  But today’s sermon will be more heavy on 
teaching (but not exclusively).  We need to be taught what the Scriptures teach about 
church structure and specifically what a deacon is.  You may be saying, “First of all 
you’ve already lost me, but now YAWN this is going to be boring.”  But listen up.  My 
guess is many of us have probably never been taught clearly about what a deacon is all 
about.  We have deacons here at IBC and we’re in the process of putting forward a new 
deacon for the church to approve and I want us to all be on the same page.  So today 
we’re going to be taught from this text.  And what we’re going to be taught is just this: 
deacons serve the church in ways that free the elders up to lead the church. 
 
Before I teach about Deacons, let’s pray… 
 
The Problem(s) 
 We’ve noted before that if Acts gave any illusion even for the briefest moment 
that the early Christian community was perfect or that church life is always to be 
victorious and easy, that notion is quickly obliterated by the stark reality of strong 
opposition from without (starting in ch. 4) and the sin that was present within (cf. 
Ananias and Sapphira in ch. 5).  Even though, as we saw a couple weeks ago the church 
is ultimately unstoppable (the body of Christ can’t disintegrate), it won’t be the perfect, 
rosy little community where everyone loves each other all the time and there are no 
problems.  Today’s text tells us of yet another problem within the Jerusalem church. 
 The overarching problem at hand in the first part of chapter 6 is that due to the 
church’s growth in Jerusalem (“the number of disciples was increasing,” v. 1) it had 
become impossible for the Twelve to micromanage everything that needed to happen in 
the community life.  Matters of importance were slipping through the cracks or not being 
done properly.  Furthermore, for the apostles to have continued to try to handle 
everything would have detracted from their number one responsibility – spiritual 
guidance of the fledgling church.  So this text is a leadership case study in delegating and 
gives a prototype for what would later become official church structure. 
 But let’s also look a little more closely at the specific problem that made the need 
for a structural change evident.  The believers were not always entirely “one in heart and 
mind” (4:32) and it turns out that after awhile there actually were “needy persons among 
them” (4:34).  The Grecian Jews in the church (that is Jewish believers in Christ who 
were born outside of Israel in the Diaspora and who therefore spoke Greek as their first 
language and were Greek in culture) were complaining that the Hebraic Jews in the 
church (that is Palestinian, Aramaic speaking Jewish-to-the-core followers of Jesus) were 
not being fair in the way the common fund was being distributed to help the widows.  
There’s most likely sin on both sides for the word used here for “complain” is the word 
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for grumble (like what the Israelites did in the desert).  The Grecians are grumbling, but 
the Hebraists are not treating them fairly either. 
 The church had great intentions to share resources and insure that those among 
them, especially the helpless, like widows and orphans, were cared for in a holistic way – 
that’s what the church should be doing.  But in the execution of these intentions whether 
through blatant or subtle (or even subconscious) discrimination some were left out.  So 
the big problem is organization, but the specific situation that exposes the need for a 
structural change stems from the way diversity was viewed and handled within the 
church.  Sadly, ethnic, economic, educational, gender, life-stage, and other forms of 
diversity in churches is a common avenue for great schisms and disharmony causing 
many to avoid diversity altogether.  It’s hard.  It gets hairy. 
 In some cases this avoidance has been justified and given a name – the 
“Homogeneous Unit Principle.”  It was advocated by the gurus of the church growth 
movement.  People like Donald McGavran and Peter Wagner.  Wagner, for example, 
says very straightforwardly, a “sign of a healthy, growing church is that its membership is 
composed of basically one kind of people.”2  With too much diversity problems arise.  
People don’t want to be around other people who are different, so, according to this train 
of thought, churches should specialize and not waste energy that could be spent on 
evangelism trying to overcome walls of separation that do not easily come down.  And as 
we all know, one of the thickest, tallest walls of separation in today’s culture, especially 
urban landscapes, is the ethnic barrier.  We’re going to have ample opportunity as time 
goes on in Acts to talk about multi-ethnicity in the church.  That’s one of the reasons why 
the elders picked Acts to preach through.  But this morning I just want to ask from this 
text, “Is it recommended that churches accept and pragmatically use segregation as a 
growth tool?” 
 Listen to what commentator Ajith Fernando who comes from Sri Lanka (a nation 
deeply divided along ethnic lines between Sinhalese and Tamil) says: “The solution to 
the problem facing the church [in Acts] was not to divide and have separate churches – 
one for the Grecians and another for the Hebraists.  Rather, they sought to ensure that the 
Grecians were cared for.”3  I don’t think Acts or the rest of the NT gives us the slightest 
hint that it’s okay or even preferable for 11 AM on Sunday to be the most segregated 
hour in America.4  The unity of the church was fought for by drastic measures. 
 
The Solution(s) 

What were those measures?  How did the early church deal with this fracturing 
dilemma?  Well, first of all, under the Twelve’s leadership and direction, they dealt with 
it quickly.  This was a reminder to me that intra-church squabbles and fissures must be 
dealt with swiftly and not just swept under the rug.  May we take our cues from this 
passage on how soon is soon enough to deal with a potential wedge in the church.  But 
may we also take our cues from this passage on how the church should look with respect 
to diversity and how to go about achieving it.  The apostles don’t decide to plant another 
church in town that’s Hellenistic while they market their niche identity as being Hebraic 
and then divide the church up into Hebraic and under 40, and then Hebraic singles under 
40.  They quickly start the process of getting a team of seven in place to handle the fair 
and equitable distribution of daily food to the widows so that the church can display the 
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power for reconciliation that is in Christ and the appreciation of diversity that’s in the 
Godhead. 

The result is: the church chooses and the apostles commission Stephen, Philip, 
Procurus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas.  What do you notice about these seven 
names?  They’re all Greek!  It appears that 6 of the 7 new administrators of the church’s 
mercy ministry fund were Hellenized Jews and the 7th was a Greek who converted to 
Judaism and then to Christianity.  Maybe some of them were Hebraists with Greek 
names, that’s possible, but not all of them.  So not only did they refuse to segregate for 
the sake of ease, they put qualified men from the minority into prominent roles in the 
church.  This is a big step that takes a humble, Christ-transformed will to do.  People 
don’t naturally give up power like that. 
 You know I’m prone to make bold, audacious pronouncements from the pulpit, 
don’t you?  Well are you ready for another one?  In very, very few instances is it okay for 
a church in a neighborhood that’s ethnically diverse to be ethnically disproportionate and 
not trying and praying to change that.5  (The same could go for the representation of 
various social and financial strata of the neighborhood in the church.)  And guess what?  
The UIC area is extremely diverse – ethnically.  And guess what?  We’re well over 90% 
Asian.  Like I said, the book of Acts is going to afford us more opportunities to talk about 
this topic, but I want you to start chewing on it; start praying for it more; and realize that 
it may mean placing qualified non-Asians in up-front roles at IBC.  IBC has to become 
even more multi-ethnic. 
 Okay, there’s the prophetic part of this sermon.  Now as I promised, there’s some 
important teaching to be done from this text.  The specific problem was diversity woes 
and that was handled not by separating into homogeneous units, but by confronting the 
situation head-on and placing members of the minority into roles that would protect the 
unity amidst diversity.  But the bigger problem represented here is that the church 
structure needed to be thought through more clearly.  Not only couldn’t Peter lead the 
church by himself, but even with 11 others, the apostles together couldn’t manage the 
church alone. 

Notice how after realizing this they called the whole church together and 
explained the situation to them, sought their input and insight, and made them involved in 
the solution.  The whole church had a say in things.  It was a form of what we might call 
today – congregationalism.  Not a pure democracy because the apostles were the leaders.  
But the apostles didn’t have sole authority to run the church (or at least they didn’t act 
that way).  There was a healthy leadership-congregation cooperation. 

Also notice here that the apostles did have a very specific calling – doctrinal and 
spiritual oversight of the community.  Specifically it’s mentioned here that they were 
responsible for preaching and prayer.  In v. 2 they say, “It would not be right for us to 
neglect the… word of God in order to wait on tables.”  Not that waiting on tables is 
beneath them, but their task is specific and if they were to be distracted from that by other 
things (even other good things), then they would be dropping the ball.  In v. 4 they state 
that they will “give [their] attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.”  The apostles 
are responsible for giving the church spiritual leadership through public and private 
prayer and teaching and proclaiming the Word of the Lord (teaching and prophecy). 

I could talk extensively about the need for a steady diet of the Word to be given to 
the church to feed on lest we shrivel up and die.  I could talk about how as John Stott puts 
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it – “The ministry of the word, without prayer that the Spirit will water the seed, is 
unlikely to bear fruit.”6  These are of the utmost importance in a church.  But I’m not 
going to camp out there.  I also don’t want to talk about it too much here, but the apostles 
in ch. 6 act like what elders are expected to do in the rest of the NT.  We’re going to see 
where elders come from and what they do later in Acts, but for now just think of the 
apostles here as analogous to the elders – the spiritual leaders of the church – and let’s 
look a little more closely at the role of the Seven – the prototype of the deacon.7 

The term deacon is not used specifically here (although its cognates are found 
twice in reference to the work of the Seven).  But what would later be designated as the 
office of deacon (a word that literally means “servant”) surely finds its roots in Acts 6.  
When Paul writes his letter to the Philippians he addresses it to “all the saints in Christ 
Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers [a synonym for elder] and deacons” (1:1).  
So the church in Philippi had two distinct offices: elders and deacons.  When Paul writes 
to Timothy who’s making sure things are going okay at the new church in Ephesus he 
gives him detailed instructions about the qualifications of elders, but then he also does the 
same thing for deacons (cf. 1 Tim. 3:8-13).  So later in the NT, church structure had 
become elders and deacons. 
 We see a lot about what elders do in several places in the NT and like I said we’ll 
talk more extensively about this later.  But the passage in 1 Timothy that talks about 
deacons doesn’t mention anything specific that deacons do.  It’s all character related and 
much of it is similar to the character related specifications for elders.  The one glaring 
difference is that deacons, unlike elders, are no where expected to be able to 
teach…because that’s not part of their role.  But we really have to look to Acts 6 to get a 
feel for what deacons do.  They do what the elders need done in order to allow them to 
give appropriate attention to spiritual oversight.  Deacons do more of the nuts and bolts 
type ministries. 

So at IBC it means that if all the elders’ (Hobin, Derick, and me) time is taken up 
doing administrative tasks or coordinating certain ministries then something’s wrong.  If 
we need a set-up crew to make sure church services can happen the responsibility doesn’t 
fall on us to get it done.  We tap a deacon like Mi Yun.  If the missions aspect of our 
church requires organization we tap a deacon like J.T.  If we need a Women’s Ministry I 
certainly don’t head that up.  We tap a female deacon like May.  If we need to start a 
benevolence fund to help out with tangible needs in our church community or 
neighborhood community we tap the deacons.  These are just a few example of what our 
deacons have done at IBC.  They serve the church in ways that free the elders up to 
lead the church. 
 When I first came here there was a little bit of confusion over what a deacon was 
as compared to an elder.  During the 3-year interim with no Sr. Pastor the elders and 
deacons sort of blurred together into “the leadership,” sharing oversight and preaching 
responsibilities.  The very first thing I did was take the elders through a retreat and a book 
studying what our role was, biblically.  But as you can imagine, this left out the deacons 
who had been intimately involved in the leadership of the church and we had to really 
work through defining their role and coming to an understanding of how things should 
look, biblically.  It was kind of a painful process at times as we worked through this 
desire to be scriptural, but relationships have deepened and our understanding has grown 
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and the elders and the deacons seem to be working together beautifully now.  Here’s a 
position statement that we came up with: 
 

A second officially recognized church body is that of the Diaconate.  This 
body is distinct from the Elder Board.  The sundry roles of the Diaconate’s 
individual members are not characterized primarily by the word 
leadership, but rather by service.  This body is composed of qualified (cf. 
1 Tim. 3:8-13) men and women who are respected among the body and 
dedicated to serving it in distinctive and extraordinary ways.  They act 
under the authority of the Elder Board, reporting to them on the status of 
assigned tasks and receiving direction in carrying out those tasks.  Some 
examples of the tasks of the Diaconate may include, but are not limited to, 
serving as the chair of an integral committee, administrative tasks, 
coordinating a certain ministry of the church, sacrificially filling-in in 
emergency situations, fact finding missions, or providing insight and 
advice to the Elders on important topics or decisions.  In other words, 
“relieving the Elders of duties that detract from the Elders’ ministry of the 
Word and prayer as the Elders see fit to delegate such duties” (Art. IV, 
Sect. 3, B).  In fulfillment of this role, the Elder Board meets monthly with 
the Diaconate for status updates on assigned tasks, discussion, and 
information sharing. 

 
 We say men and women because there is evidence in Scripture that there may 
have been women deacons/deaconesses (i.e. Phoebe, Rom. 16:1).  The passage in 1 Tim. 
3 where it talks about deacons’ wives as the NIV translates it could possibly be referring 
not to the wives of male deacons, but to female deacons/deaconesses.  But most 
importantly, the reason why women can’t be elders (the 1 Tim. 2:12 command that 
women can’t “teach or have authority over a man”) doesn’t apply to deacons since 
they’re not required to be able teach and their role doesn’t involve ultimate authority over 
the church. 
 Now, do elders serve?  Sure they do; they are to be servant leaders.  And do 
deacons act as leaders in certain ways?  Definitely.  Can they share God’s Word?  Most 
certainly.  Are they allowed to pray?  Of course.  Deacons just aren’t the body that the 
NT gives final authority and responsibility to in shepherding the flock.  That’s the elders’ 
job.  And being an elder doesn’t mean you never do administrative stuff or something 
like that.  And being a deacon doesn’t mean that you do no teaching.  Just look at the first 
two of the Seven who are mentioned in Acts.  Stephen, as we’ll see in the next section of 
ch. 6, is the first martyr and in his unsuccessful defense he gives and eloquent and 
instructive overview of salvation-history.  Philip in ch. 8 preaches the word in Samaria.  
So to be a deacon doesn’t put you in a box, but it does place a specific calling upon you 
in the service to the local church that you’re primarily responsible for. 
 And another thing to notice here is that being a deacon is not a second class office 
– for those who weren’t quite good enough to be elders.  First of all, there’s no hierarchy 
like that in Christ’s church – everyone serves joyfully in the place God has called him or 
her to and “the parts [of the body] that we think are less honorable…God…has given 
greater honor” (1Cor. 12:23-24).  And secondly, this passage makes clear that not just 
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anyone can serve as a deacon.  The qualifications found here are three-fold.  First of all, 
the proto-deacon candidate had to be respectable – someone known to have exemplary 
character.  Second, this candidate had to be full of the Spirit – someone giving evidence 
of the Spirit’s control over his life.  And third, we see the person had to be full of wisdom 
– someone with a track record of discerning and making good choices.  Add to this the 
list in 1 Timothy and the command to test deacon candidates and you have a high office 
with high standards.  It’s not just someone that we throw into a role that we need to have 
done. 
 It’s timely that we’re teaching on this topic now because we have a 
congregational meeting coming up and at this meeting the elders plan to present to you a 
new candidate for deacon at IBC.  In case it’s not obvious, it’s Stan Yee – already a 
dedicated servant at this church.  We want you to be in prayer about this decision over the 
next month, ask Stan questions you might have.  He will be meeting with the elders and 
current deacons next Sunday to talk and answer questions and be tested according to 
Scripture’s qualifications and assuming we go forward with recommending him to you on 
Dec. 11th we hope this proposal will please the whole church and you will vote to affirm 
him as a deacon.  If so, then the elders will pray and lay hands on him then and 
commission him to serve as a deacon with the official task of serving IBC in ways that 
free the elders up to shepherd the church. 
 
Conclusion 
 And the outcome of this all, we pray, is that IBC will be a place where the elders 
lead a church that as a result of their ministry is permeated with the Word of God and 
saturated in prayer and the deacons gladly assist the elders in making IBC a place that 
cares for it’s own and successfully makes necessary ministries happen.  And on top of 
that, we hope and pray that this structure doesn’t stifle the church or bog us down in 
beauracracy but that it allows the word of God to spread throughout the UIC area and that 
many even UIC professors and self-reliant, downtown businessmen or Barbara Jean 
Wright Court residents and leaders in the Gangster’s Disciples would become obedient to 
the faith. 
 
Benediction 
The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious 
to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace (Nu. 6:24-26). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 13, 2005.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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End notes: 
                                                 
1 Many of my modern day spiritual heroes have advocated expository preaching (i.e. John Piper, David 
Wells, Kent Hughes, Martin Lloyd-Jones) and preaching was lauded by the Puritans (i.e. Jonathan 
Edwards), the Reformers (i.e. John Calvin), and many of the church fathers (i.e. John Chrysostom). 
2 C. Peter Wagner, Your Church Can Grow: Seven Vital Signs of a Healthy Church, rev. ed. (Ventura, CA: 
Regal, 1984), 127. 
3 Ajith Fernando, Acts, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 230. 
4 The back cover of Wagner’s, Our Kind of People (Atlanta: John Knox, 1979) says this: “Wagner 
transforms the statement that “11 a.m. on Sunday is the most segregated hour in America” from a millstone 
around Christian necks into a dynamic tool for assuring Christian growth.” 
5 Some exceptions I can think of would be first generation immigrant churches or communities with an 
impassible language barrier or some forms of Jewish evangelism (cf. www.devaremet.org), athough even in 
such cases much more needs to be done to promote unity with other Christian churches in the 
neighborhood. 
6 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Acts: The Spirit, the Church & the World, The Bible Speaks Today 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 121. 
7 Alexander Strauch in The New Testament Deacon: The Church’s Minister of Mercy (Colorado Springs: 
Lewis & Roth, 1992) does a good job of explaining the role of deacons versus elders specifically from this 
text.  The two main arguments of his that I would disagree with is that (1) deacons are restricted to “mercy” 
ministries – I don’t find Acts 6 giving that specific of a definition, and (2) deacons must be male. 


