
 Sending God, Sent Church 
Our Identity as Disciples 

Acts 6:1-7 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Good morning, my name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. Over the past month 
we’ve been in a sermon series in the book of Acts called Sending God, Sent Church. 
This is what we call a “vision series,” preaching that is intended to refresh us on the 
vision of who we’re called to be as a church. In it we’re letting the Scriptures inform our 
mission statement: “We pursue intentional gospel relationships for the sake of Christ’s 
glory among the nations”; and also our five identities as a church: eyewitnesses, family, 
disciples, worshipers, and blessing; and finally our three basic practices: gathering, 
grouping, and going.  
 
If you’re a member of Antioch, I encourage you to memorize these important 
descriptions of our church. Think of it this way, if you were having coffee with someone 
and they asked what your church is like, would you be able to write these down on a 
napkin for them and explain they matter for a follower of Jesus? If not, that person might 
walk away from the conversation thinking Antioch is just another church going through 
the motions of American churches.  
 
Or, here’s another example, if you’re involved in a ministry of Antioch, do you 
understand how that ministry fits into our overall vision as a church? If not, you may find 
yourself discouraged as though your ministry doesn’t matter or you may feel alone 
because your ministry is moving off in its own direction. We’re all prone to wander, so a 
vision series draws us all back together and points us in the same direction again.  
 
Today we will be focusing on our church’s identity as disciples, and we’ll be guided 
along by a few key questions. I was just telling a friend this week how it’s not just my 
answers that lead me deeper into knowing Jesus and his word, but my questions. So 
today we’re going to ask three questions of the Scripture passage:  
 

● Who is a disciple? 
● What is a disciple like? 
● How are disciples made? 
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With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word. 
Today’s passage is Acts 6:1-7. You may follow along in your Bible or in one of the 
Bibles in the chairs in front of you. If you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs, you can 
find today’s Scripture passage on page 914. The verses will also be on the screen if 
you’d like to follow along there. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
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. 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 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. 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.  Acts 6:1-7 

May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 
 
When I try to explain American culture to some of my international friends, at some 
point early in the conversation I will probably mention this guy: Rocky. We love us some 
Rocky. It’s been forty years, and we’re still coming out with Rocky movies. Rocky 
represents an ideal at the heart of the American worldview that says the underdog really 
can become champion if he only works hard enough. Rocky’s not the smartest nor the 
strongest, but he trains like a machine and takes hits like a sack of potatoes. It’s not that 
we don’t know what’s going to happen and that’s why we watch--the storyline is the 
same in every Rocky movie: he’s got everything going against him but somehow he still 
comes out on top.  
 
The Bible, although a little older than the Rocky series, has a “Rocky” of its own. Jesus 
refers to it in Matthew 16:18: 
 
And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of 

hell shall not prevail against it. Matthew 16:18 
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No, it’s not Peter, although he has his moments. The Rocky of the Bible is the church, 
the people of God, a people who weren’t the smartest nor the strongest, but were 
actually foolish enough to believe Jesus rose from the dead, and weak enough to 
embrace their need for a Savior (1 Corinthians 1:26-31). And it is this group of fools and 
weaklings that Jesus said epically, “the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” 
(Matthew 16:18).  
 
Satan and all of hell behind him want to take down Jesus and his church--bro, Rocky 
never faced a foe like that! The odds are completely against it surviving, let alone 
thriving. Today’s passage is linked with three serious attacks on the church straight from 
the gates of hell: persecution, corruption, and, now, distraction.  And yet somehow the 1

church emerges on top, every time. How?  
 
The church and the disciples of whom it’s made can only be compared to Rocky not 
because they work harder than Satan or outsmart him, but because they are built upon 
a Rock, Jesus Christ, the true champion of the world.  
 
For the flow of the sermon series we are jumping ahead three chapters in the book of 
Acts, which jumps ahead somewhere around five years in the story.  During that time 2

the church has remained in Jerusalem and reached out only to Jews--in fact, it has 
continued to center much of its activity around the Jewish temple.  Five years!  3

 
Five years after Jesus commissioned the apostles to make disciples of all nations, they 
were still focused on just one nation. Perhaps this  is the biggest threat to God’s church 
of all the ones we’ve mentioned thus far: the people of God being focused only on the 
people of God. But to the apostles’ credit, they were  faithfully doing their most important 
task, and doing it with a limited understanding of the God’s global mission. We see that 
task at the end of Acts 5: 
 
And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they did not cease teaching and 

preaching that the Christ is Jesus. Acts 5:42 
 
So if the apostles were faithfully teaching and preaching about Jesus, but remaining 
focused on one people in one place, how in the world was the gospel going to make it 
around the world?! The answer: through their disciples. 

1 John R.W. Stott, The Message of Acts, 120 
2 John B. Polhill, Acts, 178 
3 Polhill, 175-176 
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I. Who is a Disciple? 
 
Which brings us to our first key question of the day: who is a disciple? To answer that 
we look to today’s text, which as Pastor Trey pointed out to me, contains the very first 
use of the word ‘disciples' in the book of Acts. We read in verse one: 
 
Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number... Acts 6:1 
 
Why did the Holy Spirit inspire Luke, the author of Acts, to begin using the word 
“disciples” here in chapter six? Why not earlier? Isn’t a disciple just a follower of Jesus? 
Weren’t they all already disciples? I think the answer to this is rooted in the unique 
situation of Acts 6. It marks the beginning of a major transition in which the church 
finally breaks out from its ties to the Jews and Jerusalem and starts making its way into 
Judea and Samaria and the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).  So the use of the word 4

“disciples” is tied to the idea of advancing the gospel, as is often the case in the New 
Testament. Consider the example of the Great Commission: 
 
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations… Matthew 28:19 
 
So a disciple is more than just a follower of Jesus. A disciple is primarily a person who 
has been united to Jesus, identified fully with him.  Throughout history, to be a true 5

Christian disciple has often required certain extreme devotions, such as withdrawing 
from the world as a monk.  In other words, you are identified as a disciple more by what 6

you do than who you are as one united to Jesus.  
 
In our age and among our particular tribe of Christians, the definition of a disciple has 
tended to require passion for evangelism, advancing the gospel to other people. And 
advancing the gospel is such a good and noble thing that we see no problem with it 
being the primary thing that defines whether or not you are a true disciple. But maybe 
it’s because I’ve been a missionary, or because I’ve spent years shepherding 
missionaries, but I’ve come to taste and see the rotten side of this way of thinking.  
 
When I was in high school, the first person to ever disciple me had a remarkable 
spiritual gift of evangelism. He didn’t just tell people about Jesus, he confronted people 
about Jesus everywhere he went. Now I never remember him telling me these exact 
words, but as a brand new Christian I came to believe that the heart of the Christian life 

4 Polhill, 175-176 
5 Paul Helm, Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible , 630 
6 Helm, 630 
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was evangelizing. And it really was a thrill ride to tell people about Jesus and see them 
encounter him personally, not to mention all the pats on the back I received from other 
Christians. But the problem quickly developed that when I didn’t share Jesus “enough” 
(whatever that means) or I didn’t see much response from my sharing, I didn’t know 
how to relate to God. According to my understanding of a disciple, I was only united to 
him when radically sharing the gospel.  
 
Therefore, without a sense of anything going haywire in my soul, I lived for years like an 
addict, chasing down the next high of witnessing about Jesus. This was eventually a 
large part of what compelled me to go overseas as a missionary. My way of thinking 
remained the same, and our tribe of Christianity only affirmed it all the more. I lived that 
way for six more years, three overseas, three here in Louisville. Wanna know how that 
definition of a disciple takes you?  
 
Less than three years ago I was sitting with a fellow pastor who looked me in the eye 
and gently asked, “Brad, do you believe God loves you apart from what you do for him 
in missions?” I knew the right answer, but he wasn’t asking for right answers. He was 
asking for the truth. In tears I said, “No.”  
 
Since then I have been relearning to be a disciple of Jesus, a person who has been 
united to Jesus, not because of anything I have done, but because of what Jesus has 
done. And I am finding that out of the overflow of that identity, and the grace that chases 
me, the gospel advances in me, and as the gospel advances in me the gospel 
advances through me.  
 
So back to our original question: who is a disciple? A disciple is a person who has been 
united to Jesus and is characterized by the gospel advancing in them and the gospel 
advancing through them.  
 
II. What is a Disciple Like? 
 
However, although this sounds like a really nice, clean formula for the Christian life, it’s 
important that we acknowledge it’s complexity in light real life--the not-so-nice, 
not-so-clean life. For example, while the church was faithfully walking with Jesus and 
preaching him as the Christ, at the same time they were neglecting his command to 
move beyond Jerusalem. Not only that, even though they were enduring threats and 
growing numbers, at the same time they were allowing cultural differences to bring 
division in the church. Verse one describes it: 
 

5 



...a complaint by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were 

being neglected in the daily distribution. Acts 6:1 

The church in Jerusalem at that time was made up entirely of Jewish background 
believers, part Aramaic-speaking Jews from Jerusalem and the surrounding area, or 
“Hebrews,” and the other part Greek-speaking Jews who had been dispersed into the 
Greco-Roman territories, or “Hellenists”. There had long existed tension between these 
two groups, and unfortunately it carried into the church.  In Acts 4 we get a picture of 7

how this came about: 
 
There was not a needy person among them, for as many as were owners of lands or 

houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold and laid it at the apostles’ 

feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need. Acts 4:34-35 
 
So the apostles had become the distributors of the church’s sacrificial giving. As the 
number of disciples grew, however, including what had to be a lot of desperately needy 
people such as widows, the task of distribution became more and more complicated. 
We don’t know precisely how it went down, but somehow the Greek-speaking Jewish 
widows were getting slighted in the distribution compared to the local Jewish widows. It 
could easily have had something to do with the fact that the twelve apostles doing the 
distributing were all local Jews.   8

 
Whether perception or reality, intentional or unintentional, it was a mess. And ain’t that 
like real life, church? So we pause here briefly to ask our second key question of the 
day: what is a disciple like? How does a disciple of Jesus respond in the middle of the 
mess, in the complexity of real life? I think there are several things we can observe. 
Let’s look at the apostles’ response: 
 
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 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.” Acts 6:2-4 

1. A Disciple Stays Focused on the Task to Which Jesus Has Called Them 
 
The first thing we can observe is that a disciple stays focused on the task to which 
Jesus has called them. The apostles discerned that even though the neglected widows 

7 F.F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, 128 
8 Bruce, 128 
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was a serious problem, the greatest threat in the situation was them being distracted 
from preaching the gospel by devoting all their time to managing needs.  If they had 9

done so, it would’ve “left the church without any defence against false [teaching]”.   10

 
Maybe you can relate. Perhaps the complexity that you’re facing right now isn’t so much 
about the drama itself, but is meant by Satan our enemy to distract you from the bigger 
issue of walking with Jesus and the unique task he’s given you in this season. Maybe 
you’re trying to press the calling of another season of life into this season, instead of just 
being faithful right here, right now. Remember, a disciple is free to stay focused on the 
task to which Jesus has called them. 
 
2. A Disciple Acts in Community Rather Than Isolation 
 
The second thing we can observe is that a disciple acts in community rather than 
isolation. Notice that the apostles addressed this issue together, and they did it by 
gathering the entire church. They even allowed the church themselves to select the 
seven leaders to manage the distribution.  Responding in isolation rather than 11

community probably would have further polarized the groups at odds with one another.  
 
Perhaps because of our tribe’s emphasis on mission zeal, combined with our cultural 
value of individualism, we tend to think of words like “disciple” and “discipleship” with a 
lone-ranger vibe. We see our journey with Jesus as a trail we blaze primarily by 
ourselves and a few worthy advisors along the way, when instead the body of Christ is 
given in all its various parts, young and elder, rich and poor, cool and quirky, introvert 
and extrovert, American and Nepali, to shape our lives and decisions toward the diverse 
beauty of Jesus (even when the community in a given season is not what we would 
prefer!). A disciple is free to act in God’s gracious gift of community.  
 
3. A Disciple Leaves It to Jesus to Define the Value of Their Service 
 
The third thing we can observe is that a disciple leaves it to Jesus to define the value of 
their service. When describing the word and prayer ministry of the twelve apostles and 
the distribution ministry of the seven men, the exact same word is used. It literally 
means “service”. In the words of pastor John Stott, “Neither ministry is superior to the 
other. On the contrary, both are Christian ministries...And both can be full-time Christian 

9 Stott, 121 
10 Stott, 120 
11 Polhill, 181 
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ministries. The only difference between them lies in the form the ministry takes, 
requiring different gifts and different callings”.   12

 
Wow, this is so important because we get this so wrong. I’m sure it was hard for some 
of the apostles to let that ministry go (if you’ve ever led a ministry, you know what I 
mean); and I’m even more sure that some of the seven men were capable of much 
more than distributing. In fact, two of them, Stephen and Philip, will go on to be the main 
catalysts for the gospel advancing beyond Jerusalem.  These were gifted disciples! But 13

feeding widows was not below them. And it wasn’t just because they were super 
humble--that would imply they were taking on a lowly task. They left it to Jesus to define 
the value of their service, and if he found it to be valuable, then they found it be 
valuable. And while they resolved conflict in caring for widows, it allowed the apostles to 
focus on preaching the good news of Jesus. And guess what happened? We see in 
verse seven : 14

 
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. Acts 
6:7 

Where are you loitering or brooding as a disciple because you’re waiting for the real 
opportunity to come your way? Brother, sister, look to Jesus and let him remind you of 
the value of your service in this season.  

4. A Disciple is Qualified By Being Full of the Holy Spirit 

A fourth and final observation before we conclude with some application to our church 
as whole, we see from this passage that a disciple is qualified for service by being full of 
the Holy Spirit.  Not only is this mentioned in verse three but also in verse five, which 15

reads, 

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. Acts 6:5-6 

Stephen is specifically described as being a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and 
we assume that since the apostles demanded it, the other guys were also full of the 
Holy Spirit. What’s interesting, though, is that they all have Greek-sounding names, 

12 Stott, 122 
13 Bruce, 131 
14 Stott, 123 
15 Bruce, 128 
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which may have meant they were all Greek-speaking Jews.  This would’ve been a 16

brilliant move to resolve any neglect toward Greek-speaking widows. But nothing is 
mentioned of that. They are not presented as qualified because of culture, but because 
they were filled with the Holy Spirit, meaning they walked in intimate communion with 
God.  
 
How often do we--and I’m guilty as charged too--define qualification by someone being 
full of the Holy Spirit? I don’t want us to be a church where you can only serve and lead 
if you fit a mold of a certain age, sex, race, ethnicity, demographic, or level of 
theological training. I want us to be a church that lets servants and leaders be qualified 
by how they walk with Jesus. That will require us walking with Jesus, ready to repent, 
eager to obey.  
 
III. How Does Antioch Make Disciples? 
 
Which brings us to our concluding question for today: how does Antioch make 
disciples? Talking about the concept of a disciple can be really inspiring, but that 
inspiration can easily die without real, practical clarity for our church.  
 
Recently I was approached by member of our church who asked the simple question, 
“How do you grow as a leader at Antioch?” What was meant by the question was, “What 
are the onramps?” “What is the process?” “What are the steps for growing in 
responsibility in our church?” It was a great question and it troubled me that it wasn’t 
already crystal clear. To grow as a leader is to grow as a servant, and to grow as a 
servant leader is at the heart of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. So to me this 
question is a discipleship question. Not what curriculum do we use. The curriculum is 
the word of God applied to the heart that bleeds into your life. The classroom is the 
people of God, the church, bleeding out into the world.  
 
[Antioch Discipleship Pipeline]  
 
Conclusion 
 
The way of a disciple is not up the org chart, but down into death to self. This was 
embodied for us by our Lord. On the night he was betrayed, when he took a loaf of 
bread, and after blessing it, broke it and gave it to his disciples and said to them, “This 
is my body, which is broken for you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He also took a cup 

16 Bruce, 129 
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of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup is the new 
covenant marked by the shedding of my blood. For as often as you eat this bread and 
drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s death until he returns.” We are 
announcing that Jesus Christ is still looking at broken people and saying, 
“Follow Me.” Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of 
bread and dip it in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread 
will be available to my left, your right. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is not 
for you, but rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has 
made himself available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and 
people to pray with you on the sides. Let’s pray. 
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