Acts 6:1-15
Dangerous Duo: Division and Diversion
WRCoB 5.4.25

It's easy to look back nostalgically to the past
Imagining a “golden age” free from problems

We even romanticize the church back then
As a peaceful, perfect community.

Well, think again.

Has there ever been a time in human history
Free from conflict?

| think not!

From global tensions down to family squabbles
Trouble is woven into the very fabric of life.

And think again about the early church
As if it was some sort of picture-perfect community
Because it wasn't.

The truth is, the early church was born in a pressure cooker
With trouble storming in from many different sides.

Think about it,
First of all, they lived under the oppression of Roman rule

The military presence was everywhere, on every corner
Check points on every highway

1



Heavy taxes were levied against them by Caesar.
Their hard-earned money was going to a foreign power.

Imagine living under the constant threat of violence
Lacking any freedom of movement
The feeling of resentment permeating their society.

Always aware that Pax Romana
Could erupt in violence at any moment.

The people in Palestine in the 1t Century
Lived under a constant threat.

Now, add to this the dynamics within Jewish society itself.

Judaism struggled mightily with its different sects
Who perceived things differently

Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots
Constantly disagreed not only theologically
But in how to respond to Roman occupation.

Do they cooperate, hopefully to influence Roman authority?
Or covertly push for an uprising?

It was a constant struggle within the Judaism
To know how to respond to the reality around them
Now, add another dynamic: this group of Jews
Claiming a crucified man named Jesus
Was the Messiah and the Risen Lord.
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The Jewish leaders thought this a very dangerous heresy
Leading them to repress these followers
With threats of arrests and beatings.

This conflict also threatened the enforced peace of Rome
Concerned with large gatherings of people
Whose objectives were not clear.

That's what the early church faced:
External pressure from Rome
Internal pressure within Judaism
And outward pressure towards Christianity.

It is good to know the context
Because the church wasn’t born in a flower garden
But on a stove with a hot fire.

But despite this, the church exploded onto the scene

And because of this rapid growth
It wasn't long before serious growing pains occurred

Problems not just from the outside world
But friction within the community.

You can feel this internal tension in today’s reading.

A problem arose whose solution was the calling
Of the first seven deacons.

One of them was Stephen
Described as full of grace and power, yet called to serve
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Stephen’s eventual murder by the religious leaders
Highlights the risk the early followers took.

Today, we’ll focus on what Dave Balzar calls
The Dangerous Duo of Division and Diversion.

The early church quickly grew to five thousand (Acts 4:4).

The twelve apostles, felt overwhelmed
By the daily affairs in leading this new church.

Along with this fast growth came growing pains
Along with the growing pains came problems.
Along with the problems came grumbling.
And along with the grumbling came factions.
And along with the factions came division.

In today’s passage, the tension was between two ethnicities

The widows from the Greek-speaking Hellenist group
Jewish Christians who formerly lived outside of Palestine

Felt slighted in daily food distributions
By the Aramaic-speaking Hebrew faction
Jewish Christians from Palestine
An 'us vs. them' attitude began to occur.

Prejudice and distrust crept in.

It threatened the church's unity.



Consider the situation today.

While the issues may be somewhat different
The destructive forces are the same: divide and conquer.

What divisions pressure the church today?

Well, | think about the deep political divide
Severely polarizing our nation and the church

The result being many are more aligned with a political party
Than they are with Christ
Making unity all the more difficult

Add to that, the painful disagreements
Over major social issues

Disagreements over racial justice, human sexuality
And education, issues where we seek
To apply God’s truth to complex modern realities.

Then add to the mix, the theological debates
The church is going through.

The differing points of view on biblical authority
Differing styles of worship
Differing practices in ordinances
And differing approaches to leadership.

Now, having disagreements isn't the issue
We will always have differences



The danger comes in when our differences change
From respectful conversation to hostile arguments.

When we stop listening and start demonizing
Those who hold different views.

It gets even worse when we demand absolute uniformity
On every single application of faith

Rather than uniting around the non-negotiable core
Of the Gospel message.

When that happens, whatever the specific issue might be
Political, social, theological
The result is the same: a divided church.

A church distracted from its primary mission.
A church consuming its energy with internal strife
Instead of building the kingdom of God

Make no mistake:

Racism, human sexuality, the political divided, conflicts over
social issues, deep theological disagreements — evil forces
thrive on these tensions, exploiting them to weaken the

church's unity and cripple its witness in the world.

Going back to our scripture
How did the early church respond to the problem?

The twelve called everyone together, everyone.



They sat down and discussed the issue openly
Making sure everyone heard and was heard.

When they heard the widow’s complaint
They empowered the church with a solution

Select seven men — notably,
Men "of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom"
(v. 3) — to take over the food distribution responsibility

The church chose seven Greek men

The very group that felt slighted
Was now entrusted with maling sure
That there would be fair distribution everyone.

Wise. Trusting. Empowering. Problem solved.

The first part of the problem, DIVISION, was taken care of.

Now, the second part of the dangerous duo
They needed to deal with was DIVERSION.

Now, let me say, and you know me.
That service, feeding the hungry
Caring for the marginalized, isn’t an option.

It's a vital part of the church’s ministry
As Jesus taught us in Matthew 25.

West Richmond and the greater Church of the Brethren’s
Commitment to service is a tremendous ministry.
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Many lives have been touched by the church's compassion
However, Acts 6 teaches us something.

That if every church activity focused on service
It could divert the church from its spiritual moorings.

And so, the Twelve said

‘It is not right that we should give up preaching the word
of God to serve tables' (v. 2).

This wasn't arrogance on their part
Nor thinking service was beneath them.

It was about finding balance in church ministries.
The Twelve discerned their core calling was clear:

'We will devote ourselves to prayer and the ministry of
the word' (v. 4).

They understood something all churches need to understand
Sustainable, Christ-centered service flows from a deep well
of prayer and intimacy with God, guided by God’s Word,

found in the Holy Scriptures

Without spiritual grounding, our acts of service
Becomes merely humanitarianism

Without spiritual grounding we face burnout
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Without spiritual grounding we forget the truth
Of why we do what we do.

~—~

Think about West Richmond.
We have good, solid programs of service
Liberation Veteran’s monthly supper
Feed More, Lamb’s Basket, the Latinx marketplace
The Easter Egg Hunt and Trunk or Treat
Serving our greater communities
Dedicated people, full of Spirit and wisdom, do this service.

But our passage pushes us to ask questions

Do these activities flow from a shared life of prayer
And discernment of God's calling?

Does doing something for God overshadow being with God?
That’s diversion’s danger.

It is when passion for action
Supersedes our devotion to prayer and God's Word

When only a small minority sees deep spirituality important
We risk straying from God’s intended path and purpose.

As West Richmond moves forward into the future
Welcoming new voices, new ways of doing church
Establishing programs and ministries



It's vital to ask: How is our balance?

Do we intentionally cultivate our relationship with God?
In what ways?

How are we when it comes to prayer and Bible study?

Are we making sure our passion to serve Christ
Is matched by our hunger for Him?

Our maxim
Continuing the work of Jesus: Peacefully, Simply, Together
Implies a work-centered faith.

But if we neglect our spiritual health
The impetus for that work weakens.

We need both faith and practice
Just like the early church learned.

Division and diversion... the dangerous duo.

These aren't just historical problems;
That happened to the early church.

These are real, present threats
To the health and well-being of our community of faith.

How will WRCOB guard against them?
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Acts 6 shows the way.

First, address potential divisions
By seriously listening
Acting without favoritism
And prioritizing Christ above all else.

Second, fight against diversion
By building a spiritual foundation
On prayer and God’s Word, Will, and Way
Knowing it feeds all faithful service.

It's not service or study
Practice or prayer

It is finding a balance where our deep connection with God
Empowers our active love for the world.

West Richmond, commit to unity and balance
Strive for continuing the work of Jesus
Peacefully, simply, together.
Spiritually ground in Jesus
United in purpose

Built on the foundation of prayer and scripture

All for the glory of God
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