
“The Power of Corporate Prayer” (part 2)!

Acts 6:1-7!

We are currently in a series that I have given the title, “Convictions of a Disciple-

Making Church.”  It is study in which we’re looking at the church in the book of 

Acts.  The first century church was marked by certain distinctives, gripped by 

certain convictions.  These convictions must be true of any local church as it 

seeks to fulfill its mission of making disciples.  What was important to the first 

century church must be of utmost importance to us.!

The first conviction that we've considered involves prayer because a disciple-

making church is a praying church.  The principle that I want us to embrace is 

this—“We believe in corporate prayer because without the Holy Spirit’s power, we 

cannot fulfill God’s mission.”  Prayer is the means by which the church is 

empowered.  Study the church in Acts and you will find that they made praying 

together a priority of supreme importance.  (review)!

With that being said, I want you to turn to Acts 6.  A lot of preachers and teachers 

approach this text strictly as an organizational passage whereby they emphasize 

the need for structure and delegation in the church.  While that is certainly a 

major lesson to take away from this text, we must not miss the the greater point 

that is being made.  This is a passage that reinforces the principle of priority.!

I came across a statistic this week that said each day in the United States, nine 

people are killed and an additional 1,180 people are injured in automobile 

accidents that are reported to involve a distracted driver.  How many of you are 

aware that distraction can be deadly?!

The church faces its own problems with distraction.  It is not that the church is 

disinterested in a genuine move of God, it is simply diverted and distracted.  The 



devil doesn’t have to destroy a church to render it ineffective in its mission; he 

simply has to distract it.  He has weapons of mass distraction in his arsenal. !

As chapter 6 begins, we find that the leaders of the church were slowly being 

dragged away from what was their main priority.  How would they respond?!

Verse 4 says that they determined to keep prayer and the ministry of the Word 

central in the life of the church.  They maintained a primary focus, one that they 

had observed up close and personal from the life of Jesus.  They refused to get 

distracted with lesser priorities.  Just as a mother bear protects her cubs, the 

apostles guard core commitments that facilitated a supernatural work of the Holy 

Spirit.  !

The church in Acts experienced supernatural growth because they relied upon 

supernatural power and gave themselves to supernatural work.  Everything they 

did was drenched in an atmosphere of prayer.!

We tend to view prayer in a context of ministry; they viewed ministry in the 

context of prayer.  It was the wellspring from which all their mission and ministry 

efforts flowed.!

From this text, I want to turn your attention to a problem that, left unchecked, 

threatened to divide the church, to some priorities that were kept central in the 

life of the church, and to the principle that resulted in the continued growth of the 

church.!

1.  The PROBLEM that threatened the unity of the church (6:1-3)!

“Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in humber, a complaint by 

the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being 

neglected in the daily distribution.  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.  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.’”!

Notice carefully how verse 1 begins, “Now in these days when the disciples were 

increasing in number.”  The church was growing because disciples were 

increasing.!

Growth has the tendency to create problems.  The church quickly grew from 120 

disciples in Acts 1 to more than 5,000 by the end of chapter 4.  As you can well 

imagine, the leadership and administrative problems associated with such a large 

congregation were no doubt enormous.  They didn’t have a website to keep 

everyone informed.  There was no mass email system.  The apostles could not 

send out a text.  In a congregation of that size, it was inevitable that someone’s 

needs would be overlooked.  It should come as no surprise that a ‘complaint’ 

began to be made, something that every pastor and church leader knows plenty 

about.!

“Complaint”—word means murmuring; onomatopoeia in the original language!

Pay close attention to what is going on because it was an issue that crept up out 

of legitimate need.  However, it created a situation that Satan no doubt tried to 

exploit and use against the church to distract it.  The living Christ was at work 

building His church, just as He said He would do.  The devil was fighting tooth 

and nail against it.  !

He had already tried to attack the church through external persecution which only 

caused it to grow faster.  When that tactic didn’t work, he reached into his sinister 

tool chest and pulled out another one.  Satan doesn’t roll over—he reloads.  In 



chapter 5, he tried to corrupt the witness of the church.  He filled Ananias and 

Sapphira’s heart with greed and hypocrisy.!

Having failed to stop the church through persecution or corruption, he tries to 

employ a third tactic that involved stirring up inner conflict.  He creates 

dissension among the ranks through complaining and criticism.   !

Remember what Jesus said:!

Matthew 22:25—“Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and no 

city or house divided against itself will stand.” !

A church that is plagued with internal conflict easily loses sight of its mission and 

its message becomes lost.  While God’s Spirit is moving in an atmosphere of 

prayer, it is also true that God’s Spirit is quenched in an atmosphere of division.!

What exactly was the problem?!

Verse 1 says the ‘complaint’ came from the Hellenists against the Hebrews 

because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution (word is 

‘diakonia’ in Greek).  Hellenistic Jews were those who came from the Diaspora; 

their native language was Greek and they had absorbed certain elements of 

Greek culture.  The Hebraic Jews on the other hand were those who were native 

to Jerusalem and its surrounding areas.!

Richard Longenecker—“According to the Talmud, Pharisaism made little secret 

of its contempt for Hellenists; they were viewed as second class Israelites.”!

The Hellenists were in the minority.  For whatever reason, the needs of their 

widows were being overlooked and they were made to feel inferior.  What you 

have going on here is ethnic tension stemming from cultural differences that is 

now spilling over into the life of the church.  The way that the church would 



respond to this problem had future repercussions.  It was a preview of coming 

attractions as the church continued to grow, even including Gentiles.!

And so as it often happens, matters come to a head over a seemingly 

insignificant issue.  Small issues tend to have a snowball effect when left 

unaddressed.  Most church conflicts often begin as a small issue that the devil 

keeps stirred up.  It would seem in verse 1 that the church was headed toward a 

major crisis.  But remember…!

Crisis is the fuel for prayer!!

How many of you realize that the problems you face are opportunities for faith?  

What could have proven disastrous for the Jerusalem church became an 

opportunity for God’s greater grace to be on display.  !

A problem is often:!

An opportunity to examine our ministry!

Notice how the Bible says that the apostles address the problem.  They don’t 

ignore it nor back down from it.  They deal with it in an appropriate manner.  They 

don’t let the issue become a distraction.!

Look at what they say in verse 2, “It is not right that we should give up preaching 

the word of God to serve tables.”  !

It is not that serving tables is inferior and they are better than such menial tasks.  

No, they know what their priorities must be.  They understood that God’s Word 

must not become eclipsed by business needs.  Problems provide us with an 

opportunity to examine where we are, showing us where changes need to be 

made for the sake of ministry and growth.  We tend to avoid problems, yet 

ignoring the conflict only exacerbates the problem.  !



An opportunity to exercise our faith!

The apostles offer a solution that required delegating some responsibilities to 

some faithful men.  The solution to the widow problem involved the selection of 

seven men whom they would appoint to the duty of distribution.!

Verse 3 says that they needed to be men “of good repute, full of the Spirit and of 

wisdom.”!

All of this was brand new to the church.  The apostles are stepping out in faith.  

The church was not afraid to adjust their structure in order to make room for a 

growing ministry.  !

An opportunity to express our love!

Pay close attention in verse 5 to the names of the men who were selected to 

serve because they are Greek names.  The Hebrew leaders and the 

predominantly Hebrew church selected six men who were Hellenists, and one 

who was a Gentile proselyte from Antioch.  It was an expression of love and 

unity.!

An opportunity to exalt our God!

Crisis has a way of driving us to our needs like nothing else.  The apostles 

resolve to devote themselves to prayer and the Word of God.  In fact, this whole 

situation that could have went south in a hurry is bathed in prayer, the end result 

brought glory to God.!

That’s what happens when we handle problems the way God intends.  Our faith 

can emerge all the more stronger.   !

2.  The PRIORITIES that distinguished the leaders of the church (6:4-5)!



“But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.’  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.”!

When we respond to problems in a biblical way, they can help serve to refocus 

us around what is most important.  It serves as a ‘check engine’ light.  Ignore it to 

your own peril.!

The men who were selected by the church were assigned the task of ministering 

to the needs of the widows so that the apostles could remain devoted to their 

main priority—prayer and ministry of the Word.!

Notice the order of apostolic priority.  Prayer came first!  It is essential because 

the Word of God goes forward only in a spirit of prayerful dependence upon the 

power of God.  Without the Spirit’s power, we cannot fulfill God’s mission, no 

matter how talented we are, or how resourceful we are, or how clever we are.!

“Devote Ourselves”—speaks of an inflexible commitment to preserve 

significant time for something; to persist at something !

The idea is to be strong and persistent and unwavering in one’s assignment.!

The word ‘distribution’ in verse 1 is ‘diakonia’ in Greek and is from the same root 

as the word ‘deacon.’  The word ‘serve’ in verse 2 is ‘diakonein’ and is also from 

the same root.  In verse 4, the same word ‘diakonia’ is translated as ministry.!

Verse 4 literally reads in this way:!

“But we to the prayer and the ‘diakonia’ of the word will steadfastly continue.”!



The apostles are not simply referring to their own personal prayer life, as 

important as it is.  Nothing is more important in your life than your own personal 

walk with the Lord.  Time spent in personal prayer and personal Bible reading.!

They were referring to the ministry of mobilizing the church to pray together.  

They were declaring that the number one ministry they must do as church 

leaders involved leading the church to pray and be under the preaching and 

teaching of the Word of God.  They understood that prayer and the ministry of the 

Word to go hand in hand.!

What the apostles are saying here is this—out of all the ministries they could do, 

what they cannot let go of is leading the prayer life of the church and preaching 

the Word of God.  It is the means by which we are empowered.!

J.D. Greear—“The disciples in Acts prayed for ten days, preached for ten 

minutes, and three thousand people were saved.  Today, we shuffle the zeroes 

around: we pray for ten minutes, preach for ten days…and maybe three people 

get saved.”  !

This verse elevates the priority of corporate prayer.  This was something they had 

learned from watching Jesus.  He taught much about the corporate nature of 

prayer.!

You can take a concordance and look up the word ‘pray’ or ‘ask’ or ‘prayer’ and 

count up the verses in which Jesus gave instruction on what to pray for or how to 

pray.  There are roughly 37 verses from the four gospels where He gives specific 

instructions to His disciples.  Out of those 37 verses, the word ‘you’ is plural.  For 

instance:!



Matthew 7:7—“(You all) ask, and it will be given to (you all); (you all) seek 

and (you all) will find; (you all) knock, and it will be opened to (you all).  And 

wherever (you all) stand praying, if (you all) have anything against anyone, 

(you all) forgive him, that you Father in heaven may forgive all of your 

trespasses.”!

Jesus taught His disciples to make prayer priority, and He taught them to pray 

together.  And so when they determine to give themselves to prayer and the 

ministry of the Word, they are simply doing what Jesus told them to do.!

If you look up every occurrence of prayer in Acts prior to chapter 6, you will find it 

mentioned five times:!

• Acts 1:14!

• Acts 1:24!

• Acts 2:42!

• Acts 3:1!

• Acts 4:23-31!

Each of these verses present us with the picture of the apostles leading others in 

prayer rather than simply voicing their own personal prayers.  In each instance, 

they are leading the people of God to pray together!  It is priority.!

You’d be absolutely amazed at some of the complaints that come our way as 

church leaders.  Some of them are for legitimate reasons and are handled in a 

spirit of love and humility.  Others, well, not so much…!

Each one of them could very well be used by Satan to pull us away from the 

ultimate priority of prayer and the ministry of the Word.  I don’t want to be a 



satanic emissary!  I sure would hate to stand before the Lord of the church one 

day and be held accountable for being an instrument in the hands of the enemy 

who wants nothing more than to distract and prevent the progress of the church.!

The leaders of the church navigate the turbulent waters of conflict and complaint 

by keeping a focus on what mattered most.  They pray!  They find some willing 

and able men.!

3.  The PRINCIPLE that influences the growth of the church (6:6-7)!

“These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on 

them.  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.”!

Notice how the whole church is involved in the process of setting these seven 

men apart to help resolve the crisis.  They had a prayer meeting and laid hands 

on them.  It was a symbolic gesture of devotion and dependence upon God.!

What was the result?  Verse 7 says:!

• and the word of God continued to increase (continuation of truth)!

• and the number of disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem (multiplication of 

disciples)!

• and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith (transformation 

of society)!

The principle we discover here is that when a church has its priorities in order, 

when prayer and God’s Word are kept primary, God gives a supernatural 

increase.!



The next two chapters tell the story of miraculous growth and revival.  In fact, 

two of the men mentioned in verse 5, Stephen and Philip, will go on to be used 

by God to bring scores of people into the kingdom.  Stephen will become the first 

martyr whose life and death is witnessed by a young man named Saul of 

Tarsus…!

The way the church handles the Acts 6 crisis has profound consequences that 

goes on to reverberate throughout the rest of Acts as well as the rest of church 

history.  It only leads to greater growth.!

The good news is that nothing has changed!  God still works in the same way.  

Prayer is key to revival and spiritual awakening.  Study history and you will find it 

to be true that wherever the church became a catalyst that transformed society, it 

always started with a crisis that led to Christians spending a significant amount of 

time praying together and giving themselves to the Word of God.!

In 1857, America was in the middle of a strong economy.  As is often the case in 

times of prosperity, morality began to slip and interest in the things of God 

waned.  In NYC, there was a young Christian man by the name of Jeremiah 

Lamphier who had a burden for the city.  He began tacking up notices for a 

weekly prayer meeting on Wednesdays at noon.  The first week it was held, only 

six people came.  By the next week, attendance had grown to 20 people.  Within 

a few weeks, Wall Street crashed.  The ensuing financial panic got nationwide 

attention and hearts were much more open toward spiritual matters.  Again, crisis 

has a way of doing that!  Within six months, upwards of 50,000 business men 

were meeting daily to pray at noon.  What Lamphier started grew, and it became 

the pattern that God used to bring about revival.  By 1858, the movement had 

spread to every major city in America.  The response of God to the praying of His 

people was that one million Americans out of a population of 30 million were 



converted in less than two years.  At the height of the revival, perhaps 50 

thousand people a week were being saved.!

Have you ever heard the name C.L. Culpepper?  He and his wife were Southern 

Baptist missionaries who were appointed by the Foreign Mission Board to the 

Shantung province of China back in 1923.  They witnessed one of the greatest 

revivals in modern history, which became known as the Shantung Revival.  It all 

started with small fervent prayer meetings among the missionaries.  At the time, 

the whole country was in turmoil.  The missionaries and church leaders in China 

began to sense a great spiritual need.  The few churches that remained were 

cold and apathetic.  Spiritual conditions were so bad that many missionaries 

resigned and came home.  There was utter depression that made many of them 

shy away from attempting anything for God.  !

It was from this environment that a passion for revival in China emerged.  God 

opened a window of opportunity that would not remain open very long.  Both 

Culpepper and others who have written about the revival say that it started 

through the prayer efforts of a woman named Marie Monsen.  During the 

Shantung Revival that began in 1927 and lasted ten years, God used her like a 

torch.!

Marie went from city to city in China asking a simple question: “Have you been 

born again?”  She would ask seekers and pastors and missionaries—no one was 

off limits.  The Holy Spirit would work through her piercing question and melt cold 

hearts, revealing hidden sin and calling people to surrender everything to Jesus.  

Before long, revival spread and prayer meetings were happening all over.  Mary 

Crawford, another SBC missionary, said that the “revival was born out of prayer 

groups, definitely asking for revival, some of them dating back as far as 1925.”  

One Chinese pastor commented:!



“When this revival began, we had about fifty members in our little church.  Now 

we have at least one Christian in each of the one thousand homes in this town.”!

Another pastor reported that his little church had only 30 members, but when the 

revival came, he baptized 89 at one time, 203 on another occasion, and 20 to 30 

every month after that.  Dr. Culpepper said that over the course of a decade, 

literally hundreds of thousands were brought into the kingdom.  When others 

insisted that the Chinese people would never repent and experience revival, 

Marie Monson believed God for something more.  And God gave an increase!!

Conclusion:!

What might God do when we return to the simple priorities of prayer and the 

ministry of the Word?  If we truly want to be a church that makes disciples, then 

we will make it a priority to get on our knees before God.  It’s easy to complain.  It 

doesn’t take a spiritual gift to be a critical person.  Most of our complaining arises 

from a prayerless spirit.  It may very well be a symptom of our priorities being out 

of whack.  As a pastor, I’m resolving to give myself to the same things that the 

apostles gave themselves to.  Let’s not become distracted.!

“We will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the Word.”!

To go forward, we need to go backward.  Back to the simple basics of what it 

means to be the church of Jesus Christ.  !

Brethren, we have met to worship!

And adore the Lord our God;!

Will you pray with all your power,!

While we try to preach the Word?!

All is vain unless the Spirit!



Of the Holy One comes down;!

Brethren, pray, and holy manna !

Will be showered all around.!

Brethren, see poor sinners round you!

Slumb'ring on the brink of woe;!

Death is coming, hell is moving,!

Can you bear to let them go?!

See our fathers and our mothers,!

And our children sinking down;!

Brethren, pray and holy manna!

Will be showered all around.!

Sisters, will you join and help us?!

Moses' sister aided him;!

Will you help the trembling mourners!

Who are struggling hard with sin?!

Tell them all about the Savior,!

Tell them that He will be found;!

Sisters, pray, and holy manna!

Will be showered all around.!

Let us love our God supremely,!

Let us love each other, too;!

Let us love and pray for sinners,!

Till our God makes all things new.!

Then He'll call us home to heaven,!

At His table we'll sit down;!

Christ will gird Himself, and serve us!



With sweet manna all around.!

Do you know Him today?  Have you been born again?  Do you have a story of 

life change?  If not, then I urge you to turn from your sin and trust Jesus.  He died 

on the cross to save you and set you free.  He rose again from the dead and is 

living Lord.  Repent and confess your faith in Him!!

“Father, we praise You for being a God of grace and mercy.  In a world of 

distraction, keep us firmly fixed on what truly matters most—prayer and the 

Word.  By Your grace, make us a people who pray, because without Your Spirit’s 

power, we cannot accomplish Your mission.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.”


