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In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.  2 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.  3 Brothers, 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  4 and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word."  5 This proposal pleased the whole group. 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.  6 They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.  7 So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.  8 Now Stephen, a man full of God's grace and power, did great wonders and miraculous signs among the people.  9 Opposition arose, however, from members of the Synagogue of the Freedmen (as it was called)-- Jews of Cyrene and Alexandria as well as the provinces of Cilicia and Asia. These men began to argue with Stephen,  10 but they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke.  11 Then they secretly persuaded some men to say, "We have heard Stephen speak words of blasphemy against Moses and against God."  12 So they stirred up the people and the elders and the teachers of the law. They seized Stephen and brought him before the Sanhedrin.  13 They produced false witnesses, who testified, "This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and against the law.  14 For we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs Moses handed down to us."  15 All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.

Summary from last week (31)
What is the purpose of life for God’s saints? We do not run to gain objective that is not established but to discover one that is already established by God for us.  “Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead,   I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus”(Phil.3:13-13-14). In order to reach the destiny predestined by God for us, our life must be reformed by God’s “purpose” and “works.”  The worldly “purpose” and “activity” that bind and rule over us drive everything for our self-satisfaction and eventually lead us into deep darkness and eternal death. When we receive God’s grace in truth, we can see this amazing reality. What is the spiritual reality that was already established on the cross? We became a new creation, a son of God, and an ambassador of Christ. To realize and experience this amazing new status and authority given to us, the worldly “purpose” and “activity” that have held us continue to be crumbled down by the power of the Holy Spirit.  For this reason, many times, our hearts have been broken and hurt, yet we found that this was the result of God’s predestined plan. The true light of God’s life can truly be experienced in our deep darkness. We will realize that only the power of truth can set us free from all the worldly judgment for good and evil. This is God’s true healing and restoration and also the true reformation found in the gospel. 

 Let the ministry of the word and prayer be centered in our life.
With the church’s growth, there were increased demands in many areas for God’s ministry. In the early church, we can see the great work of God taking place. Many believers donated their wealth to help their fellow believers who were in need. However, during this process, a “complaint”(“gogguzo” – Murmuring, slandering) arose against the Hebraic Jews because of the unfair daily distribution of food and money for the Grecian Jews. A small number of apostles were in charge of this relief work, yet the huge amount of needs that increased everyday caused them to often handle this heavy load improperly in spite of their hard works.  Fortunately they realized the important message out of this trouble. They found that their focus had been driven off from their most important ministry of the word and prayer. 

We should learn an important message here. There can be complaints at any time during our church ministry.  Our human weaknesses and mistakes will be exposed during this work. However, we must spiritually discern how Satan takes a chance during our imperfect work and causes complaints and dissension in our ministry so that we may stand against one another.  Because we all were born in the root of the deep lustful desire for good and evil, our nature is constituted with complaints caused by lustful judgment.  We have naturally gained too different standards and backgrounds from birth due to this original sin.  Everyone has no choice but to complain, hate, and furthermore try to destroy and kill others with one’s own lustful judgment for good and evil. After the Exodus, the people of Israel kept complaining about God because of their dissatisfied life in the wilderness. Because of their ongoing complaints, some were judged to death by God.  “Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them; their bodies were scattered over the desert. . . And do not grumble, as some of them did-- and were killed by the destroying angel” (1 Cor. 10:5,10).  When complaints enter into our minds, we must be able to read God’s messages in the same way that the apostles did in today’s text. First, we have to find the message that God intended to give to us as well as to the church when complaints arise.  Our negligence of the ministry of the word and prayer causes complaints.  We must establish them as a first priority in the center of our life.  Of course, we also have to analyze complaints and wisely correct problems instead of covering them up as spiritual problems.  That is the reason why the apostles appointed the seven deacons who were filled with the Holy Spirit and God’s wisdom in order to seriously correct the problem that caused complaints.  That is the gospel’s way of solving problems.  To sum up again, when we face complaints, we have to receive the ministry of the word and prayer from God so that we won’t be tempted by the devil who tries to loosen our focus on the ministry of the word and prayer.  We can more strongly stand in truth as we discover God’s intended message through complaints rising within our ministry. Secondly, we must try to wisely resolve complaints through the help of God’s servants who are filled with God’s wisdom and power. Any advice from nonbelievers or those who lack faith will cause more trouble and weaken the body of Christ.  Sharing our problems with those who know the mystery of the gospel is very important because we will find out God’s amazing message and wisdom from this sharing.  Any complaint and temptation can be a platform of blessing to establish God’s church more firmly in the gospel.

The election of seven deacons who are full of the Spirit and wisdom
After realizing the importance of the ministry of the word and prayer, the apostles appointed the seven men who were “full of the Spirit and wisdom” to administer the church ministry more effectively. Those seven men were called “deacons.” The role of “deacon”(diakonos” – helper, assistant, servant, messenger) must be interpreted more biblically in a wider context.  Today, the deacon’s role leans too much toward the administrative and relief ministry inside the church. In today’s text, the seven deacons were chosen to assist the church ministry, especially in the area of distributing money and materials fairly to those who were in need so that the people wouldn’t complain and also the apostle could focus more on the ministry of the word and prayer.   The apostles laid their hand on them and officially appointed them as church ministers.
However, the fundamental mission of a deacon was to participate in the evangelism of the gospel.  The duty of the church relief and treasury ministry was to assist the most important church mission, that is the ministry of the word and prayer. The work itself was not the fundamental purpose.  They assisted the apostles’ ministry of the word and prayer with God’s power and wisdom for the effectiveness of gospel evangelism.  The “assistance” doesn’t mean inactive participation in the ministry of the word and prayer. In fact, they strove to get involved in a disciple training and gospel evangelism more actively. Therefore, we can see in the following context that the two deacons, Stephen and Philip, boldly preached the gospel and as a result, Stephen became the first martyr of the early church. (Acts6:8-7:60).   The martyrdom of Stephen ignited severe persecution against Christians in Jerusalem and caused God’s people to move and spread the gospel to other regions. The Holy Spirit led the deacon, Philip, to fulfill the role of the gospel mission by having him witness the gospel to an Ethiopian eunuch, animportant official of Ethiopia during the persecution (Acts 8:26-40).

Through the deacons’ assistance and cooperation in the church ministry, the apostles could concentrate on the ministry of the word and prayer.  Today, church pastors should strive to work harder to preach and teach the gospel more correctly and responsibly. However, it doesn’t mean a pastor’s spiritual authority is superior to that of a deacon.  Pastors, elders, and deacons are all the same important workers of God and all are precious messengers of God.  The church order is necessary among the workers, yet a more important attitude is to keep our hearts in unity and to genuinely assist one another for the sake of the gospel mission with all of the same spiritual authority given by God. During the church ministry, there can be complaints and dissatisfaction that arise among workers.  Satan makes the most of our complaints and dissension so that we will focus on something else irrelevant to the gospel mission and waste our important energy and time on lifeless goals and visions. The apostle Paul pleads with the Philippians, “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel  28 without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be saved-- and that by God” (Phil. 1:27-28).  To keep our faith in the gospel pure and holy, to keep spreading the gospel genuinely, we must strive to assist one another in the Lord. To provide the effective assistance, we are in charge of various official jobs inside the church and we have to do them in an orderly manner.

In order to fulfill the position of deacon, the most important qualification is to be “full of the Spirit and wisdom.” What is the meaning of “the Holy Spirit?” The Holy Spirit (parakletos) means “helper or assistant.” “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever--  17 the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you” (John 14:16-17).  “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to come” (John 16:13).  The Holy Spirit always works with God the Father and God the Son to reveal truth to us. He never works alone by Himself.  Therefore, if anyone says that he is filled with the Holy Spirit, yet always insists on his own will and can’t assist others with respect, that is not true “full of the Spirit and wisdom.”  The important role of a deacon is to gather one’s heart in unity with others and to build an effective team ministry for the sake of the gospel evangelism.  While serving the church, we can be tempted and have our hearts filled with complaints. Then, we shouldn’t be deceived by the devil, but focus more on assisting others through understanding their weaknesses and mistakes with God’s standard instead of judging and condemning with our own standard. 

The deacon should be a man of “wisdom.” This is not a worldly wisdom but the wisdom given by the Holy Spirit. “For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe” (1 Cor.1:21).  Deacons must fight a spiritual fight daily. The preaching of the true gospel can’t and shouldn’t be understood from the worldly perspective. Its sound always seems to be foolish to the eyes of nonbelievers.  To run God’s church with His wisdom, we must spiritually fight with our own worldly wisdom every day.  In the process of our reformation in the gospel, we will always experience God’s intended plans that break and crumble our lives. In the midst of our hardships, we must find God’s wonderful wisdom.  If we run God’s church with His wisdom, there is no way for us to be tempted and gain complaints during the process. Even if there is temptation, that will be a platform of blessing to build our church more strongly upon the solid rock of faith.

They could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke” (v.10)
With the deacons’ assistance, the apostles could concentrate more on the ministry of the word and prayer.  However, how does the Holy Spirit work for the world mission? In order to spread the gospel from Jerusalem to the world, God chose the martyrdom of Stephen. Through his martyrdom, the gospel movement began to explode all over.   Many members of the Synagogue tried to argue with Stephen, yet they couldn’t stand up against him who was “full of the Spirit and wisdom.”   He testified to the gospel message with more apostolic power than the apstle’s authority had provided.  They seized him and falsely accused him before the Sanhedrin with so much anger and contempt, but all who were inside the Sanhedrin took a notice at the face of Stephen with a big surprise because his face was “like the face(“prosophone”: the revealed message of angel (“angelos“: God’s messenger, one sent by God) of an agnel”  His face was compared with the devil’s face of those whose hearts were caught by their wicked desire for good and evil. The face of one who tries to deliver the gospel message displays God’s compassion and love for our salvation. God’s true messengers do not have any interest in a struggle for power, fame, or wealth.  Stephen walked the same path that Jesus walked. He suffered for the gospel and was put to death for the gospel.  What is God’s plan for appointing His deacons? It is not for us to merely serve the church diligently and live as a good man who does good works for others. God called us as a deacon to break down the worldly darkness and reveal His light through assisting one another in preaching and teaching the word with His wisdom and power. 

Conclusion
The deacon’s duty is to assist and cooperate with other men of God to spread the gospel more effectively and powerfully. We must fulfill this duty with God’s wisdom and the power of the Holy Spirit. For this purpose, let us receive the ministry of the word and prayer from God first. In addition, let us respect others as God’s precious messengers and build a true community of life together. Through Jesus’ merit, every believer gained “the face of an angel.” Let us be filled with the Spirit and continue to discover this truth with joy. 
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