Acts 6:1
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 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Now” with the preposition EN plus the locative of time from the feminine plural article and noun HĒMERA with the adjectival use of the demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, meaning “during these days.”  Then we have a genitive absolute construction, which is the genitive masculine plural present active participle of the verb PLĒTHUNW, meaning “to grow or increase” (BDAG, p. 826) and the genitive masculine plural from the article and noun MATHĒTĒS, meaning “disciple or adherent” (BDAG, p. 609).  The noun in the genitive functions as the subject of the genitive participle, which functions like a finite verb, both being grammatical independent of the rest of the sentence; therefore absolute.

The present tense is a historical present, which regards the past event as though it were happening right now for the sake of vividness.


The active voice indicates the disciples (=Christians) produced the action of increasing.

The participle is a temporal participle, relating the action of the main verb in the sense of coterminous action in time.  It is translated “while the disciples were increasing.”

“Now during these days, while the disciples were increasing,”
 is the third person singular aorist deponent middle indicative from the verb GINOMAI, which means “to become; happen, take place, or occur.”

The aorist tense is a constative/historical aorist, which regards the entire past action as a fact.


The deponent middle voice is active in function, the situation about to be described producing the action of occurring.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular noun GOGGUSMOS, which means “an utterance made in a low tone of voice (the context indicates whether the utterance is one of discontent or satisfaction), behind-the-scenes talk; complaint, displeasure, expressed in murmuring: complaints arose from someone against someone Acts 6:1; Phil 2:14; 1 Pet 4:9; secret talk, whispering: ‘there was much secret discussion about him’ Jn 7:12.”
  This is followed by the ablative of origin/source (“from”) or the ablative of agency (“by”) from the masculine plural article and noun HĒLLĒNISTĒS, meaning “the Hellenists” (“one who uses the Greek language, a Greek-speaking Israelite in contrast to one speaking a Semitic language Acts 6:1; 9:29; 11:20”
).  This word is not found in any biblical or extrabiblical literature prior to its use here by Luke.  Then we have the preposition PROS plus the accusative of relationship from the masculine plural article and noun HEBRAIOS, meaning “against the Hebrews” and referring to the Semitic speaking Jews.  HEBRAIOS is also found at 2 Cor 11:22 and Phil 3:5.
“there occurred a complaint by the Hellenists [Greek speaking Jews] against the Hebrews,”
 is the causal use of the conjunction HOTI, meaning “because,” followed by the third person plural imperfect passive indicative from the verb PARATHEWREW, which means “to pay insufficient attention, with resulting deficiency in response: to overlook, leave unnoticed, neglect Acts 6:1.”


The imperfect tense is descriptive imperfect, which describes an action that continued in the past.  It is translated “kept on being or were being overlooked, neglected.”

The passive voice indicates that the windows of the Hellenistic Jews received the action of being overlooked and neglected.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the preposition EN plus the locative of sphere from the feminine singular article and noun DIAKONIA, which means “the rendering of specific assistance: in the aid, support (especially of charitable giving to take care of the widows) Acts 6:1; 11:29; 12:25.”
  This is followed by the locative of sphere from the feminine singular article and adjective KATHĒMERINOS, which is the combination of the prepositional phrase KATA HĒMERA into one word, meaning “daily” (BDAG, p. 491).  The adjective modifies the noun DIAKONIA, so that the entire prepositional phrase is translated “in the daily support.”  Finally, we have the nominative subject from the feminine plural article and adjective CHĒROS, meaning “widows” (BDAG, p. 1084) with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “their” and referring to the Hellenistic Jews.
“because their widows were being overlooked in the daily support.”
Acts 6:1 corrected translation
“Now during these days, while the disciples were increasing, there occurred a complaint by the Hellenists [Greek speaking Jews] against the Hebrews, because their widows were being overlooked in the daily support.”
Explanation:
1.  “Now during these days, while the disciples were increasing,”

a.  Luke moves the narrative of his history along to the next significant event in the early church—the creation of the office of deacons.  The phrase “during these days” moves us past the flogging of the apostles and away from the interaction of the Christians with the Jewish leadership of Israel to the internal affairs of the Church.

b.  Luke inserts a side comment (using the genitive absolute) that the disciples in the church kept on increasing in number.  This is Luke’s commentary on the effect of the leadership of the Sanhedrin on the population of Jerusalem—there was no effect.  People kept right on believing in Jesus and the number of Christians kept on growing in the city.

c.  The Jerusalem church kept on increasing while the power and influence of the Sanhedrin kept on decreasing.


d.  The result of the apostles’ continued daily teaching and proclaiming Jesus as the Christ was that the disciples or students of Jesus kept on increasing.


e.  Persecution and violence had not stopped the growth of the church.  Satan’s answer to faith in Christ has always been violence from the murder of Abel to the Gog/Magog revolution at the end of the millennial reign of Christ.  It was not effective at the beginning of the Church Age and will not succeed at any time during the Church Age.

2.  “there occurred a complaint by the Hellenists [Greek speaking Jews] against the Hebrews,”

a.  There was an internal problem in the Church that was a greater threat to the existence of the church than the external threat of the Sanhedrin.  The internal threat was unequal and unfair treatment of a certain group of people within the church.  The internal problem was the danger of oversight or neglect turning into deliberate prejudice.

b.  Because of neglect, oversight, or perhaps even deliberate unfair treatment (which seems unlikely due to Luke’s previous statements that the believers were all of one mind) of a certain group of women in the church, it appeared that the group of Aramaic speaking widows was being favored over the Greek speaking widows.  Therefore, the Greek speaking group began to complain about their treatment.  There is nothing in the text that suggests that the complaint was not justified, which indicates that neglect of the Greek speaking widows was either taking place deliberately or as an oversight by the native Jews making the distribution of food and/or money.  In either case something had to be done about it.

c.  The two groups involved were Hellenists and Hebrews.  Both groups were Jews, but Jews who spoke different languages.


(1)  Who were the Hellenists?



(a)  They were “Greek-Jews; Jews born in a foreign country, and thus did not speak Hebrew (Acts 9:29), nor join in the Hebrew services of the Jews in Palestine, but had synagogues of their own in Jerusalem.”
  The Hellenistic Jews were primarily Jews who were born and raised outside of Judea in some other country, but had learned Greek as their native language and moved back to Jerusalem later in life.  They may or may not have been influenced by Greek culture to varying degrees.



(b)  “‘Hellenists’ and ‘Hebrews’ are used antithetically, apparently referring to Greek-speaking Jews from the Diaspora in contrast to Aramaic-speaking Palestinian Jews.”




(c)  “The identity of the Hellenists is usually based on the meaning of the verb HĒLLĒNIZW, which means either ‘to speak Greek’ or [less likely] ‘to live like a Greek’.  The consensus view, following John Chrysostom [347-407, bishop of Constantinople], is that Hellenists were Jewish Christians who spoke Greek, and Hebrews were those who spoke Aramaic.  Others have argued that Hellenists were either non-Jews, non-orthodox Jews who held lax views on the ritual laws and religion, or diaspora Jews.  Still other scholars claim that Hellenists represented a more progressively minded group in contrast to the particularistic [= legalistic] Hebrews who dominated the Jerusalem congregation under James the Just [the Lord’s half brother].  It is impossible to define the term conclusively as it is used in Acts.”
  The last two views are thoroughly refuted by Ben Witheringon in his The Acts of the Apostles, A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary, pp. 240-247.



(d)  Hellenistic Jews were “Jews who had adopted the Greek language and culture (Acts 6:1; 2 Cor 11:22; Phil 3:5).”
  “The Hellenists probably interpreted the Torah less stringently than did the ‘Hebrews,’ the Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians in the Jerusalem church.”



(2)  Who were the Hebrews?




(a)  They were Jews who were born and raised in Judea and/or Jerusalem.




(b)  They spoke both Aramaic and Greek.  The fact that the Hebrew Jews spoke Greek is evidenced by the fact their own Scriptures had to be translated into Greek (the Septuagint).  Aramaic was the language of their synagogue service, but they were quite fluent in Greek as evidenced by our Lord’s conversations with Pilate, who would have spoken no Aramaic whatsoever.




(c)  The ‘Hebrew’ Jews were generally more legalistic and strict with regard to their intolerance of Gentiles and the Hellenistic way of life.  The Hellenistic Jews were far more tolerant of the Hellenistic way of life.  However, as we will see later on in Acts, it is the Hellenistic Jews who oppose both Stephen and Paul.  Therefore, one cannot argue that the Hellenistic Jews were the more liberal and friendly toward the Christians.



(d)  One cannot argue that there was a difference in theological or political ideas between the Aramaic speaking Christians and the Greek speaking Christians.  Luke has already pointed out twice the strong unity of the early church in Jerusalem, where all believers were of one mind.  There is no difference in ideology that led to the problem of the neglect of the Greek speaking widows.  It may have more to do with oversight than anything else.  And since everyone spoke Greek in the eastern part of the Empire and had been speaking Koine Greek for 300 years, it is doubtful that there was a language problem. 


(3)  The difference between the two groups was not just the language they preferred to speak (since both groups were bi-lingual), but the worldview they held with respect to the requirements of traditional Judaism on believers in the church may have some impact on the situation.  However, even if it did so, it was probably minimal at best.
3.  “because their widows were being overlooked in the daily support.”

a.  Luke now states the problem.  The problem existed among the widows of the two groups.  The widow was a woman, whose husband had obviously died, but also had no family left to take care of her.  In the case of these widows, other factors also came into play.  Many Jewish men of the Diaspora left their homes and brought their wives to Jerusalem to die in the Land and in the Holy City.  When that happened, the wife was often left without any support system, since the extended family was in some far away land.  The woman often was then left a widow without any means of support.  Seeing the way Christians supported one another, she would become a Christian, in order to be taken care of by the Church.  At this point she was completely dependent upon the charity and support of the members of the church.  This would tend to happen more to a widow from a Greek speaking Jew of the Diaspora than to a woman who lived in Jerusalem and still had all her family around her.

b.  There would also be the problem of people abusing the gift of charity of the Church.  “As is frequently the case, some apparently abused this generous spirit so that all did not receive their equal share.  The church had to exercise care in distributing its limited funds. Those who falsely claimed to be widows (1 Tim 5:6) and others who received without need became a troublesome burden.”


c.  The Greek speaking (Hellenistic) members of the church believed that their widows were being overlooked, neglected, or ‘short-changed’ in the daily support that was provided for them.  In other words, they were not getting their fair share from the common fund of food and/or money used for the support of those in need.


d.  From the previous portions of Acts, we know that the apostles were handling the money being given to the Church and redistributing it to those in need as the need arose.  From the context that follows, it appears that the apostles also had to take care of the duties of distributing food (and/or money) to those in need.  If this is the case, then the complaining about the distribution was a complaint against the fairness of the apostles, which is why the apostles turn this duty over to newly appointed deacons of the church, who will also all be Hellenistic Jewish believers.

e.  The phrase “the daily support” refers us back to the statement in Acts 2:44-45, “Furthermore, all the believers were together and had everything in common.  In fact they began selling their possessions and belongings and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need;” and Acts 4:32, 34-35, “Now there was one heart and soul in the group of believers; and not even one said that anything of the things which belong to him was his own, but everything was shared collectively among them.  …For there was not even a poor person among them; because all those who were owners of land or houses, when selling, would bring the value of the sales and lay [it] at the feet of the apostles, and it was distributed to each person as anyone might have need.”

f.  This support may have been in the form of providing a daily common meal for those in need, such as widows, since the next verse mentions the apostles serving tables (functioning as waiters).

g.  Polhill describes the daily distribution the Jews made to the poor among them: “The Jews had a weekly dole for resident needy, called the quppah.  It was given out every Friday and consisted of enough money for fourteen meals.  There was also a daily distribution, known as the tamhuy.  It was for nonresidents and transients and consisted of food and drink, which were delivered from house to house where known needy were dwelling.”
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