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Acts 6:1-7 (CEB)

About that time, while the number of disciples continued to increase, a complaint arose.
Greek-speaking disciples accused the Aramaic-speaking disciples because their widows were
being overlooked in the daily food service. 2The Twelve called a meeting of all the disciples and
said, “It isn’t right for us to set aside proclamation of God’s word in order to serve tables.
*Brothers and sisters, carefully choose seven well-respected men from among you. They must
be well-respected and endowed by the Spirit with exceptional wisdom. We will put them in
charge of this concern. * As for us, we will devote ourselves to prayer and the service of
proclaiming the word.” > This proposal pleased the entire community. They selected Stephen, a
man endowed by the Holy Spirit with exceptional faith, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon,
Parmenas, and Nicolaus from Antioch, a convert to Judaism. ® The community presented these
seven to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them. ’ God’s word continued to grow.
The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased significantly. Even a large group of priests
embraced the faith.

Romans 16:1-16 (CEB)

I'm introducing our sister Phoebe to you, who is a deacon of the church in Cenchreae.
*Welcome her in the Lord in a way that is worthy of God’s people, and give her whatever she
needs from you, because she herself has been a sponsor of many people, myself included.

*Say hello to Prisca and Aquila, my coworkers in Christ Jesus, *who risked their own
necks for my life. ’'m not the only one who thanks God for them, but all the churches of the
Gentiles do the same. ° Also say hello to the church that meets in their house. Say hello to
Epaenetus, my dear friend, who was the first convert in Asia for Christ. ¢ Say hello to Mary,
who has worked very hard for you. ” Say hello to Andronicus and Junia, my relatives and my
fellow prisoners. They are prominent among the apostles, and they were in Christ before me.
8Say hello to Ampliatus, my dear friend in the Lord. ° Say hello to Urbanus, our coworker in
Christ, and my dear friend Stachys. ° Say hello to Apelles, who is tried and true in Christ. Say
hello to the members of the household of Aristobulus. ' Say hello to my relative Herodion. Say
hello to the members of the household of Narcissus who are in the Lord. ' Say hello to
Tryphaena and Tryphosa, who are workers for the Lord. Say hello to my dear friend Persis,
who has worked hard in the Lord. *Say hello to Rufus, who is an outstanding believer, along
with his mother and mine. " Say hello to Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas,
and the brothers and sisters who are with them. ' Say hello to Philologus and Julia, Nereus
and his sister, and Olympas, and all the saints who are with them. ' Say hello to each other with
a holy kiss. All the churches of Christ say hello to you.

There are times when all hands are needed MNow is that fime.

I'm sure that when Christians attempt to read through Paul’s letter to the Romans from
the beginning to the end, they are pretty relieved when they get to chapter 16. After all
the difficult sections and passages in the letter, it is a relief to see that Paul is wrapping
things up and sending his regards. After all, it is just the names of people who are now
long dead. Right?

It is far more than that. It is a window into the early church. Glance through the long
list of people that Paul names. You are looking at the church in action. Phoebe has
come from Paul, who is probably writing from Corinth, and is carrying his letter to the
believers in Rome, many of whom Paul knows, though to our knowledge he had never
been to Rome. Perhaps Paul has simply heard about them. Some, like Prisca and
Aquila, have returned to Rome after being expelled in AD 49." Paul has come to know
them on his journeys around the eastern end of the Mediterranean. However he came
to know these names - it is a picture of the church in action. These were all real people

! The Roman biographer, Suetonius, tells us that in AD 49, the emperor Claudius expelled all the Jews from
Rome after disturbances caused by “Chrestus.” Gentile followers of Jesus would have been swept up in that
as well. That is how Prisca and Aquila end up in Corinth, where they meet Paul.



who chose to put their trust in Jesus, this crucified Jew, often at pain of estrangement,
exile, and worse. And here’s the thing, these men and women are as much our brothers
and sisters in Christ as the folks at Prestonwood, Prince of Peace Catholic (and
Lutheran!), and First Presbyterian. The body of Christ transcends the limitations of
time and death.

In this series, we’ve taken a peek inside the life of the first Christian community. We’ve
seen them share their lives together - eating meals in fellowship, praying, learning
from the apostles, and more. We’ve seen them reach outward as they have strived to be
their Lord’s hands and feet, enacting the kingdom of God. The Good News is
proclaimed. A man is healed. Property is sold and money pooled to ensure that all have
what they need. Even the threat of arrest and punishment has not deterred them; they

Daily Distribution of Food?

Jewish practice provided a means to
distribute food to the poor. One
means was to distribute weekly
funds to poor residents in order for
them to purchase food. This was
called quppah, so named after “the
box” that was used to collect the
funds. A daily distribution of food
was provided for non-residents and
was called tamhuy, named after the
“tray” on which foodstuffs were
placed for distribution (Jeremias,
130-32). It appears that the
Christian community was imitating
the tamhuy with its “daily
distribution.” But does this mean
that the widows were not
considered “residents”? And one
may ask, “Why did Christian Jews
have to set up their own means of
caring for the poor?” One can only
speculate whether the neglect of
“the widows” by the larger
Jerusalem community might
indicate that the Hellenistic
Christian community was viewed by
the residents of Jerusalem as a
distinct enough group that it did not
“qualify” for either the quppah or
tamhuy.

1. from Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem in
the Time of Jesus (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1969); Gerd Ludemann, Early
Christianity according to the Traditions
in Acts: A Commentary (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1989).

have prayed for boldness.
Problems emerge

Before too long though, problems begin to
emerge in this community of believers. We
shouldn’t be surprised. Jesus has yet to return.
Until he does, we live “between the times”
when God’s victory over sin and death has
been won, but there is still a lot of work to do
before that victory is fully realized in the
marriage of heaven and earth. Gordon Fee, a
prominent New Testament scholar, analogized
this to D-Day in WWII. Once 200,000 Allied
troops were successfully landed in Normandy,
the war was won. There would be much
fighting and dying to go . . . but the war was
won. Perhaps it is a bit like a MLB team that
clinches its division title with ten games still to
play. They’ve won, but the baseball contests go
on, some lost, some won until, finally, the
trophy can be lifted.

So, yes, problems emerge in this community
of faithful believers. That says nothing about
their faith, only that they, like we, still have to
deal with a sinful heart. For example, a man
and his wife lie to the apostles ... to God! . ..
falsely claiming that they had turned over all
the proceeds from a property sale. They hadn’t
and when confronted, they both dropped
dead.

Now, a more significant problem has emerged that threatens the community’s unity,
which is comprised of both Greek-speaking disciples (referred to as the “Hellenists” in
most translations) and Aramaic-speaking disciples (the “Hebrews”). In other words,
there were disciples even then who were originally from elsewhere in the Roman
Empire. As we all know, desiring unity and living unity are not the same. The Greek-
speaking widows believe that their needs are not being met for the sake of the Aramaic-
speaking widows. The nature of the problem is well laid-out by N.T. Wright:

The problem came to a head over the treatment of widows. This shows that
already in the early church the question of ‘living as a single family’ had clear negative
as well as positive implications: normally, widows would be taken care of among their
own blood-relations, but those family ties appear to have been cut when people joined
the new movement. As in some parts of the world to this day, baptism meant saying
goodbye to an existing family as well as being welcomed into a new one. And the new



one therefore had to take on the obligations of the old. That, by the way, is why we find
regulations being drawn up about such things in 1 Timothy 5:3-16. Some have
speculated that the problem was exacerbated, in the case of the early church, because
many Jewish couples would come from far and wide in the Jewish ‘Diaspora’ (the
dispersion of Jews all around the known world) to live in and around Jerusalem in old
age so that, eventually, they could be buried in the vicinity. The husband might then
die, leaving a disproportionate number of widows from different geographical origins
all in the neighborhood of Jerusalem.

Whatever we think about that, the distinction in verse 1 between ‘Hellenists’ and
‘Hebrews’ is probably one of those things with a variety of elements mixed together.
Nobody had planned for a complex and intricate welfare system. It had been invented
on the hoof, when there were other things (such as persecution by the authorities) to
think about. It would be surprising if such a system could proceed without difficulties.
And in a complex society such as that in Jerusalem, which was both a deeply
traditional culture, very conscious of its historic and religious significance, and a
cosmopolitan mixture of Jews from all over the world, it is not surprising that people
would be eyeing one another to see if this or that group appeared to be taking
advantage.’

With the food distribution system having broken down, the apostles realize that they
are going to need some reorganization of structure and duties. Who will do what and
how in order to see that the needs of all are effectively and justly met? Because there are
believers in the community from around the empire, we should see this brief story not
merely about the community looking after itself, but, rather, as a concrete expression
of our Christ-given mission to the world.

So the apostles called a meeting of all the believers in Jerusalem. They outlined the
problem and asked the community to select seven men, to whom the apostles would
delegate the food distribution (diakonein) and assuredly other responsibilities. The
community would select the seven, but the apostles set forth two criteria. They must
well-respected and it must be clear to all that the men have been endowed by the Holy
Spirit with exceptional wisdom. Seven men were chosen; their names are listed in verse
five above. In front of the community, the apostles prayed over the seven and laid their
hands on them, which denoted a sharing of the apostles’ authoritative power. The
apostles were ensuring that as they delegated responsibility, they also gave these men
authority. The apostles would continue to serve (diakonia) but would now focus on
prayer and the proclamation of the Gospel.

And they went forth . . . the community grew. Even temple priests heard God’s call.
And the “greatest upset” in human history proceeded. Upset? A few years ago the
Atlantic magazine asked leaders from a variety of backgrounds to name the greatest
upset in history. Cass Sunstein, a prominent legal scholar and regulatory czar, wrote:

The rise of Christianity. Two thousand fifteen years ago (give or take), Jesus Christ
was crucified. Whether or not you think that he was the son of God, no
oddsmaker would have predicted that today the faith of billions would bear his
name.

Indeed. Indeed. There is no greater evidence of the truth we proclaim than the
existence of Christianity two millennia after those first disciples.

The call to serve

As those seven men were chosen to lead the community in service, so we are all called
to serve and to lead. This call, empowered by the Holy Spirit, underlies all the work
that lies ahead as we roll out our Spark Tank project in the coming months.

Jesus calls us to be “servants of all” (Mark 9:35). Paul reminds us that we proclaim
Jesus as Lord and are to be servants for Jesus’ sake (2 Cor 4:5). But what does this

> Wright, T. (2008). Acts for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-12 (p. 98). London: Society for Promoting
Christian Knowledge.



service really look like? Isn’t it pretty easy for our service to become self-righteous
rather than true service of God? In The Celebration of Discipline, Richard Foster helps
us to see what self-righteous service looks like so we can better grasp the meaning of
true service.

Self-righteous service comes from human effort; true service comes out of our
relationship with Jesus. Self-righteous service is concerned with the “big” project or
“big” deal; true service doesn’t discriminate among the opportunities to serve. Self-
righteous service requires external rewards; true service needs only God’s approval.
Foster suggests that self-righteous service is focused only on the results, while true
service “delights” in the service. Self-righteous service is affected by our whims and
moods; true service carries on whether we feel like it or not. Self-righteous service can
fracture a community as people strive for control and recognition; true service is
selfless and heals a community.

A Servant’s Service

Though we are 2,000 years removed from the first communities of Christians, our
challenges are not really so different. When the apostles were overwhelmed by their
duties, they enlisted others, like Stephen, to help out, serving the young Christian
church. Paul taught the churches he founded that God gives us all gifts to use in our
service to God. Some are helpers, some are teachers, some are preachers, some are
leaders, some are given gifts of knowledge, or wisdom, or mercy, or giving. The point is
that we are all to serve.

When we join the Methodist Church we promise to “uphold it with our prayers, our
presence, our gifts, and our service.” This is a practical expression of our commitment
to be servants of God and to do his work. The question is not whether we will serve, but
only how. We might serve by teaching a children’s Sunday School class, or singing in
the choir, or helping a nursing home resident with weekly shopping, or answering the
church phones on a Sunday morning, or serving in the Food Pantry, or building a
handicapped ramp for a nearby senior center, or helping out in Joseph’s Coat or Project
Hope or in Costa Rica . . . there is no end to the opportunities, for there is no end to the
needs. Make no mistake; God wants more from us than simply an hour or two on
Sunday mornings. Donald Whitney says it well, “Disciplined service to God is work,
hard and costly labor sometimes, but it will endure for all eternity.” We, the people of
God, are called to lives of joyful service to God and others.

Questions for Discussion and Reflection

1. How will you participate in our Spark Tank project? What opportunities are there to
serve others in your local community? How could you go about meeting those needs,
with the help and support of the St. Andrew family?

2. Welive in a very achievement-oriented community and many of us come from
professions filled with hierarchies of power and knowledge. In the church, there are
no hierarchies of service — one way of serving the church is not spiritually superior to
another. As Paul says, “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there
are varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are activities, but it is the same
God who activates all of them in everyone.” (1Cor 12:4-6) Do you find this hard to
really accept? Is our seeming need for hierarchy a barrier to service? Or is it a lack of
confidence? Or alack of training? How do we overcome this?

3. The biblical understanding of love is not grounded in emotion or feeling, but in what
we do. Love is sacrifice. Love is caring. Love is serving. Thus, the obvious, and
oftentimes difficult, questions are: How are we serving God and neighbor? What did
we do yesterday? Today? What will we do tomorrow? Where are our priorities? What
are the barriers to our serving God will all our efforts and enthusiasm? How do we
overcome these barriers? How do we find the joy in service?

* Whitney, Donald. 1991. Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life. Colorado Springs: NavPress. p. 121



Daily Bible Readings

Before reading each passage, take a few minutes to get a sense of the context. Your study bible
should help. Jot down a few questions that come to mind from your reading of the passage.

Monday, Joshua 24:14-28 The renewal
of the covenant and the people’s promise to
serve God

Tuesday, Malachi 3:13-18 Israel is
reminded that the righteous serve God.

Wednesday, Matthew 20:20-28

Service as greatness

Thursday, John 13:1-20 Jesus washes
the feet of the disciples at the last supper.

Friday, Ephesians 4:1-16 Paul appeals
for unity and the use of our God-given gifts
in the body of Christ.

Weekly Joys and Concerns




Scott Engle’s Weekday Bible Classes
Join us whenever you can. Each week’s lesson stands on its own.
This is very “drop-in.” Bring something to eat if you like. Bring a study Bible.

On occasion Scott has to cancel class, so if you are coming for the first time, you can
check www.scottengle.org to make sure the class is meeting.

Monday Evening Class
We are studying Paul’s letter, 1 Corinthians
Meets from 7:00 to 8:15 in Piro Hall

Tuesday Lunchtime Class
We are studying the book of Judges
Meets from 11:45 to 1:00 in Piro Hall

Scott’s 10:50 Sunday Class in Festival Hall

This is a large, lecture-oriented class open to all ages.

The current series:

Making Sense of Revelation:
The Theology of John’s Apocalypse

Scott’'s Weekly Bible Studies are available at www.standrewumc.org. Just
go to “worship” and then “sermons.” You'll find the study with each week’s
recorded sermon. There is also a complete archive of the studies at
www.scottengle.org

Sermon Notes




